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Chapter One: The Incident

The door to the bank swung open with such violence that Danielle half expected its glass
to shatter when it swung back into place. The glass didn’t break, but even if it had Danielle
wouldn’t have noticed because she fixated on the man who’d walked in. Tall, gaunt, wearing a
suit with a black vest and purple tie, the newcomer demanded attention even in the gargantuan
bank.
The bank, built over a century ago, seemed more like a cathedral, with its ceiling one
hundred feet above, its wooden gargoyles adorning the four corners, and its three chandeliers
hanging above, gold in the heavens. Even the tellers seemed like they were from another era,
standing behind a long marble desk, their computers built into the marble so as to not distract
from the aesthetic.
Danielle thought the bank its own being, standing well above everyone else. No one
could be unique in the bank, she thought, because it was too large, too old, too steeped in history
to be beaten.
When she saw the man in the suit, she knew her assumption was about to be challenged.
The rest of the people on the line began to murmur, taking a few steps backwards as the
man approached. Danielle stayed firm, watching the man’s movements. He walked with
confidence, but with a hint of agitation, too. He tapped his right finger against his pocket, doing a
double tap followed by a single and repeating.

Page |4

One of the two security guards stationed near the entrance ran to catch up with the man.
“Sir, can I help you?” His voice lacked strength.
The man turned and Danielle smiled as she saw the security guard shirk backwards.
“No,” said the man, “you can’t.”
He reminded Danielle of herself, a little. Like him, she stood tall, but also thin, too thin.
The hollow cheeks of the man weren’t far from her own, with skin tight around bone.
The man reached into his suit pocket and produced a thick stack of hundred dollar bills
held together with a rubber band. “I’m here to see the manager,” the man said, as if speaking to
the bank itself instead of any one person. “I’ve been alerted that I need to pay my mortgage. All
those little calls I keep getting. Incessant.”
A door behind the tellers opened and a young man, probably a decade younger than
Danielle, came out, fixing his tie. He stepped slow and stopped a few feet before the counter. “Is
there something you need, sir?”
“Are you the manager?” asked the man.
“I am.”
Danielle wondered if the manager had considered saying no. He would’ve, if he was
smart, but he was still young and impressed with his position, she figured.
The man lifted the bills above his head. “Your money.” He stuffed his left hand into his
suit and took out a lighter a moment later. He flicked it, and a small flame jumped out. He
brought the flame towards the bills, keeping it less than an inch away. The flame kept jumping,
trying to reach the bills. At first, the effort seemed futile, but the flame eventually made the leap
and began to devour the bills, hungry for the paper. Ashes fell as the cash started to disintegrate.
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The man waved the flaming bills towards Danielle and the customers. “Would any of you like
this?”
All the customers, save Danielle, moved further back, as if hoping the bank keep them
safe if they retreated just a few more steps into it. The man looked at Danielle and she wondered
if he was as curious about her as she of him.
“What do you think of this?” he asked Danielle. His reflected the fire, but they were also
wet with tears.
She watched the fire eat the rest of the bills; the man did not seem bothered by the heat.
When only an inch of cash remained, he dropped it to the floor. He placed his shoe on the ashes
and scattered them. He addressed the manager once more. “You can have it now. It’s all right
here. You might need a broom.”
Nobody moved, not even the security guards, both of whom appeared to be at a loss as to
what to do. Danielle stifled a laugh, although she didn’t know if it came from the absurdity of the
situation or from repressed anxiety.
The man reached into his suit for the last time. When he pulled his hand out, he held a
small handgun, shiny and silver. He placed it against his right temple. “My money is all gone
now,” he said. “I’m already dead in this world.”
Danielle watched as the man in the suit did the inevitable.

#

The City.
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It had no name; none was needed. When someone said the City, everyone knew which
one was being referred to. There were the other ones, of course, the ones that dotted the United
States, but none were the City, the one that held so much of the country’s essence. Its skyline
could not be mistaken. It held the usual grey and black buildings, but two skyscrapers stood at
either end of the City: the Seagrad Tower in the south and the Tyrius Incorporated Tower in the
north. Two Gods watching over the City.
Danielle had worked for Tyrius for the past three years as an accountant, not a spiritually
fulfilling job, but one that afforded her a living wage and, most importantly, a distraction.
Today, though, it wouldn’t be enough of a distraction.
Danielle stood outside the subway stop nearest the bank, a light rain tapping against her.
She held her phone tight against her ear, waiting for Holly to pick up. She tugged on her blond
hair, a couple of strands coming out.
“Hello?”
Danielle took a breath before replying. “It’s me. I won’t be coming in today.”
“Really? This is like a first. You okay?”
“I’m fine. I just saw something is all. You’ll probably see something about it soon. I was
at the bank and a guy walked in.” Danielle considered censoring events but decided against it.
“He said some weird platitudes and then he shot himself.”
“He shot himself?”
“Yeah. In the head.”
“He’s dead?”
“Yeah, he seemed pretty intent on making sure that was the case.”
“Holy shit, Dani. When was this?”
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“A few minutes ago. I just left. I didn’t know if I should stick around for the police, but I
figured there were enough other people there. And cameras. There won’t be any doubt what
happened. I need to take the day to, y’know, orient myself.”
“It must’ve been horrifying.”
“Mesmerizing, too,” Danielle admitted; she wondered if Holly would think she was
crazy. “I’m sure that sounds a little psycho.”
“Don’t be hard on yourself no matter what. We all react differently to stress.”
“Thanks.”
“Well, I’ll tell Ron. He’ll understand. God, this is horrible.”
“Certainly a hell of a thing.” She watched a crowd walk by, businessmen. None of them
looked at her despite the small bloodstains on her shirt. If she was back where she grew up,
people would stare. Not here. It’d take more than that to grab someone’s attention. “I’ll see you
tomorrow. I’m sure I’ll be back.” She hung up, not wanting to hear anymore consolations from
Holly. Whatever had driven the man to come into the bank, to do what he did, had some root in
her. Why else would she stand there and why else would he have talked directly to her? Did he
sense himself in her?
Danielle held the stair bannister as she went down towards the subway, telling herself to
wash her hands as soon as she could because God only knew what germs lingered on the railing.
Still, it gave her the support she needed because her legs quivered. She didn’t feel anxious, at
least not consciously, but her body felt like it’d been pulled in two different directions, stretched
beyond limits.
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The station was packed with commuters. With nine o’clock only fifteen minutes away,
there was a buzz of impatience as procrastinators cursed themselves for not getting ready for
work faster. Danielle regretted not just taking a cab, finding the agitation from others contagious.
She sat down on one of the benches against the station’s wall and closed her eyes. The
hum of people and the screech of the trains quieted, but still tugged at her, as did the man from
the bank; she half expected to find him sitting next to her, his head half gone. She rubbed on her
arm a little, felt the scars in the middle of it even through her shirt. Old habits.
When she opened her eyes, less people crowded the station. The digital clock near the
platform told her it was 9:10 and the next uptown train would be arriving in two minutes. It
would be three stops to her stop and then a four block walk. She could do it. Even now, with the
dead man in her head, she could manage it. She’d gone further in worse conditions.

#

To describe Danielle’s home as spacious would be a kindness. She had a one-bedroom
apartment and not enough belongings to fill even a studio. The only items that gave off
personality were the framed posters of David Lynch films. She liked it this way, preferring to
keep her interests in her head, nowhere the world could see.
Upon returning home, Danielle considered collapsing on her bed, but a familiar lurch in
her stomach told her to run to the bathroom. She put the toilet seat up and placed her hand
against her stomach. She could feel her muscles tightening and vomit inching up her throat. It’d
been a while since she’s gone through this, a few months, at least, the longest she’d gone without
throwing up in years.
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When she finished, she used a towel to wipe her mouth. After a moment’s wait, she
leaned back over the toilet and stuck her finger down her throat, prompting another heave. Once
done, she gargled mouth wash, killing the taste of bile. It felt satisfying to vomit, to get out the
turmoil within; she had more space inside her now and could think more freely.
“You’re an idiot,” a voice murmured to her.
The voice was probably right, she knew. She shouldn’t have given in to the urge to vomit
the first time, let alone the second time. Yes, the incident in the bank had thrown here, but so
what? She’d seen plenty of wild sights, many of which still lingered like a cowered child in the
corner of her mind. Most involved needles. Surely she could process a suicide despite the man’s
unique way of going about it.
She went back into her living room. A seventeenth floor apartment afforded her a
pleasant enough view of the city. The next ten blocks had buildings that only went up to fifth
floors, affording Danielle a view of the city’s midtown, including Tyrius Incorporated’s
headquarters. When she’d first surveyed the apartment there’d been a fog and she hadn’t realized
how crystal clear a view she’d have of where she worked. In hindsight, she would’ve picked a
different home; some days, it felt like the building spied in on her.
Staying out of work might not have been the best idea, she thought. Little in the way of
distraction in her apartment. She picked up her copy of A Picnic at Hanging Rock, but put it back
down after a couple of pages. Concentration eluded her, the specter of the man roaming too
freely through her mind.
She turned on her laptop to see if there was coverage of the incident at the bank. Holly
wouldn’t gossip, but Ron might and she wanted to be prepared for what her other coworkers
would know. There were a few articles on it, but with scant information. The identity of the man
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remained unknown. Each article came accompanied with an image of the bank outside, but none
of them contained any shots of what occurred inside.
Danielle closed her eyes and allowed her head to rest on the back of the couch. The
laptop warmed her legs. Sleep dragged her down. She had dreams of tall figures in the dark.

#

Julian Mason walked into the bank with his hands behind his back and a smile on his
face. He scanned the room, trying to pin the lead detective of the investigation. He focused in on
a man in his late forties with a lot of wrinkles to show for it. The detective had lost a battle with
baldness a while back and clearly indulged himself when it came to food. His eyes were sharp,
though, and Julian knew he wouldn’t need to tell him he worked for the FBI.
“I’m Julian,” he said. He held out his hand. “Julian Mason.”
“Detective Arnold.” The detective shook his hand, giving Julian a firm grip. “Didn’t
know you guys would be stopping by.”
Julian looked down at the dead body. The top of the man’s head was spread over the
floor, making identifying any features impossible. He’d need to have any footage sent over to his
office so someone could manage an ID. “Know anything about him?” Julian asked.
“Nope. I don’t have a damn thing here, to be honest with you.”
Julian appreciated the detective’s honesty. Seeing a young FBI agent would’ve sent a less
secure detective into aggression mood real fast. “Anybody in the bank think they know him?”
“No. A few ran out so we might try and round them up if we can’t figure anything else
out.” Arnold waved towards a young woman bagging the remains of the man’s head. “She
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picked up his cell, but there was only one name in the contacts: Penelope. No history of calls sent
or received. We dialed the Penelope number, but got nothing.”
“I’m going to need to see the cell,” said Julian. He smiled. He knew his face would light
up with the smile. The tactic had given him many rewards in the past. “I’d like it sent to my
office. I’ll have the paperwork sent over to you. I don’t mean to step on your toes, God knows I
don’t want to get involved in something small and silly, but there’s a possibility this is something
bigger.”
“Bigger?”
Julian spread his arms. “Bigger.” He dropped his arms. “Well, maybe not quite that big.”
He smiled again.
“You know anything about this Penelope contact?” the detective asked.
“I know about a Penelope. Whether it’s the same one only time will tell. Despite what
people say, coincidences do exist. Still, I hold out hope. You wouldn’t mind if I ended up
stepping in, would you?”
Arnold nodded. “It’s fine with me. I hate dealing with a suicide. Depressing. Can’t
imagine what would bring a person to that place.”
“Really?”
“Maybe I can.” Arnold shrugged. “What tipped you off to this?”
“This is the bank nearest Tyrius. I’ve heard about a few people who dislike the company.
They may want to make that dislike well known.”
“You or your partner the lead on this investigation?”
Julian laughed. “I have no partner. I work better on my own.”
“Young and already making demands. You must have an ace in your pocket.”
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“Well, I shot a bunch of people once,” said Julian. “They were people the bureau didn’t
like. That gets you places.” Julian waited to see if Arnold was put off by this or impressed.
Arnold only shrugged again and Julian wondered if anything phased the detective. “I
guess so. Got to play the hero, huh?”
“Everyone who has a gun thinks they get to play the hero.”
“I’ve seen that time and again.” Arnold gestured towards the body. “This guy, too.
Apparently ranted about a whole bunch of things before he ate he shot himself. Some anti-bank
or anti-money stuff. No one had a consistent story on it, but I do know he ranted. He should’ve
left a manifesto.”
Julian thought about the phone and the contact on it. Maybe the man had left a message.
“I’ll appreciate your help going forward, Detective. Again, I don’t mean to step on any toes.”
“Don’t worry about it,” said Arnold. “The City has more than enough for all of us to play
with.”
“I’ve been learning,” said Julian. “Only been here a year.”
“Nothing works exactly right in this place,” said Arnold. “I love it, don’t get me wrong,
but it’s not like anywhere else. People operate in different ways. Colder, maybe. I moved here
back when I was twenty-two, wanted to get away from home. I could tell right away that this
place didn’t quite fit in with anywhere else. In small ways, sure, but it’s there. Right beneath the
surface there’s something there. What it is exactly I don’t know for sure. An energy, a culture,
just a heightened existence. Tough to say.”
“I’ve noticed.” Julian gave a nod in way of goodbye and walked to the side of the room,
out of the way of the police and forensics team. He queued up Section Chief Shenell Weathers
on his phone and waited for her to answer.
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“Good news?” Weathers asked. Her voice was level.
“Perhaps. There was a phone left and Penelope’s name was the only contact.”
“So do you think there’s something here?”
“Not sure. I’m going to want to interview that girl who came in myself, that one who
claimed to meet Penelope. Want to have someone pick her up for me by any chance?”
“I’ll send someone over. Do the police have anything else?”
“No. The locals are fine to play along, though, so we lucked out there.”
“Your charm at play?”
“Always.” He put his hand through his hair. It was a couple of inches longer than
regulation. “Ugly sight here. Whatever this guy believed in, he truly believed in it. If there are
more like him then we might be onto something significant.”
“Isn’t that what you came here for?”
“I’ll want a little more proof before I get too excited. I’ll let you know if anything else
comes up.”
He went back outside. The rain had stopped and there were more pedestrians on the
street. They glanced into the bank but no one stopped.
Penelope.
It was a nice name, far too nice for the type of person who’d been described to Julian by
Weathers.

#
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The entrance to Tyrius Incorporated reminded Danielle of a museum. Two purple carpets
led to a duo of metal detectors that she walked through every day despite how long she’d worked
here. On either side of the metal detectors was a wall with a framed mural, each fifteen feet in
width. Danielle found both murals a mystery, featuring a mix of colors ranging from the
darkness of night to the stare of the sun.
Danielle handed her purse to one of the guards and showed him her ID. He took a quick
glance at it and nodded, waving her through the detector. She’d never worked at a job that
required this much security. On the day of her interview, she considered heading right back
home, thinking a position in an organization with this much procedure would not be the place for
her. She needed a job, though, and went forward despite her qualms. Three years in and she had
few complaints, although there were few praises. Still better off than most, she figured.
Tyrius Incorporated was a defense manufacturing firm, the biggest in the country, a fact
the company made sure everyone knew. A year earlier someone had spray painted “Death
Producers” on the sidewalk in front of the building. It marked the first time Danielle gave any
serious thought to the type of company she worked for. As an accountant, she never saw any of
the products or the consumers so she might as well have been working for a computer company.
She never stopped thinking about exactly what type of company she worked at after the spray
painting incident; the words might as well have been seared into her desk.
Danielle squeezed into the crowded elevator and recognized a short man with brown hair
and glasses. He worked on the same floor as her but in a different department. He looked over at
her and gave a small smile, a smile that told Danielle he knew what had happened yesterday.
Ron must have let word get around. Annoying, sure, but it’s not like it wouldn’t have come out
eventually.
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She walked out when the doors opened on the sixth floor, keeping a quick pace so the
man with the glasses didn’t have time to talk to her. She kept up her pace as she walked towards
her shared office. Holly was the office’s other occupant and she’d been a solid workmate. A little
talkative, yes, but she picked up on Danielle’s moods as well as could be hoped for and gave her
room when she became sullen.
Holly stood up when Danielle walked in. Ten years older than Danielle, round, red faced,
and tall, Holly looked happy no matter the circumstance. Playing into her jovial image were her
huge brown eyes, so large they often looked to be on the verge of falling out. “I wasn’t sure if
you’d come in,” she said.
“What would staying home accomplish?” Danielle asked.
“A good attitude!” She shifted her weight from one foot to the other and back again.
“Still. Had to be horrible.”
Danielle sat down at her desk and rested her head on her hand. There was little on her
desk other than her computer and phone. Holly’s desk featured pictures of family and friends
along with a framed image of the motivational slogan Today Could Be the Best Day of Your
Life. “Did I miss anything?” Danielle asked.
Holly pointed towards a sticky note on Danielle’s computer. “You had a visitor about
half an hour ago.”
Danielle picked up the note. It read: Come to floor 201 and see Lace and me at your
earliest convenience. Jonathan G.
“Shit,” she said. “What do they want to see me for?”
“I’d imagine they heard about yesterday.”
“Did Ron tell everyone?”
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“I’d think so. He has so few topics of conversation that this must’ve seemed like a gold
mine.”
Danielle tore up the note, the sound of the paper tearing consoling. “I’ll get this over with
then.”
“You sure you’re okay?” Holly asked.
“I feel a bit off, but I’m good enough to get through the day.”
“I’m here if you need to talk.”
Danielle gave a thumbs up as she left the office and returned to the elevator.

#

Julian did not like to go into interrogation with a plan in mind. Many called him crazy,
but few could argue with the results. He preferred to let conversation go naturally, as if on a date,
slowly finding out as much as he could about the person across the table from him, whether they
were an eyewitness or a potential terrorist. He’d know when to leap, when that perfect bit of
information came out that’d allow him to get what he needed.
Contrary to what many would expect, Julian found the guiltier the person he questioned,
the easier the discussion. Those who had nothing to hide often became paranoid, thinking they
had everything to hide. Those who were guilty focused on hiding only one aspect, leading to an
omission, one which Julian could always pick up on.
Sadly, Bell Masters was the former.
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Julian scanned over the report from Agent Serveno, double checking the comments Bell
had made about meeting Penelope, but didn’t bother to retain much. He had nothing against
Serveno, but he’d rather hear information firsthand.
When he sat across from Bell Masters in the interrogation room, he tried to keep a warm
face, hoping she’d be one of the few ready to talk. “I’m glad you could come in,” he said.
Bell scratched at her throat; a tic, Julian figured. She had short brown hair, shorter even
than Julian’s, a narrow face, and a skinny frame. A drug user, most likely, but not a full blown
addict, at least not yet. Julian pegged her at a few years shy of thirty and wondered where she’d
be in five years- nowhere good, he guessed.
“Didn’t really have a choice,” Bell said, her voice soft.
“Excuse me?”
“Nothing,” she said.
“It’s okay,” said Julian. “Did you feel forced into coming here?”
“Do people say no to the FBI?”
“More often than you’d think. But not to me, at least.” He offered a small chuckle, but
noticed Bell’s demeanor didn’t change. “So you talked with Agent Serveno two weeks ago.”
“He didn’t seem to care too much about what I had to say.”
“You have to understand, there are a lot of cranks who are more than happy to walk in
and tell us they saw a Muslim man forget his suitcase and now a nuclear bomb is about to go off.
Or that they think the CIA is in on some sort of alien conspiracy. And that’s the less insane stuff.
However, you did the right thing by coming here. You mentioned a name when you talked to
Agent Serveno: Penelope.”
Bell nodded.
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“Her name has come up elsewhere and in connection with Tyrius Incorporated. Now,
what did you happen to say about Tyrius and Penelope?”
“Can’t you just read the report?” she said.
“You were so eager to share, but now you seem reluctant. Why?” He crossed his legs,
trying to look as calm and patient as he could. Whatever drive had been in her when she came
here originally had vanished. He suspected he knew why.
“I don’t know. I just don’t want to go through it all again.”
“Are you scared?”
“What?”
“Are you scared of what this Penelope will do to you? Or her associate you mentioned:
Michelle?”
Bell closed her eyes. “I don’t know. I don’t think I’ll ever see them again. But they were
dedicated people and that could be dangerous. Dedication can be deadly, y’know? That’s where
stalkers come from.”
“Dedicated about what?” He leaned to the side. He’d learned the more exposed he was to
someone, the more the other person trusted him. Bell, on the other hand, looked rigid, every
muscle tight and angry. No, not angry. Scared.
“You’re not going to tell anyone about this, are you?”
Julian shook his head.
“I think she wants to ruin Tyrius Incorporated. And I don’t just mean economically.
When I met her, it was like, I don’t know. You ever walk into a room and you see someone and
you just know there’s something off? Like they walked in from another world? That’s her. I
think she knows it, too. I think she believes it even.” She shrugged, the first movement that
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seemed to come natural to her. “When I told the other agent, I was annoyed that he didn’t take
me seriously, but also a little relieved. It meant maybe I was blowing things out of proportion.”
“Tell me how you met Penelope,” said Julian.
“Through a woman named Michelle. I met her in a coffee shop. I’m sure she knew I’d be
there. Michelle asked me about Jonathan Grammell, he works for Tyrius, and if I ever dated him.
She never said anything, but acted like she’d dated him, too, like she wanted someone to talk to
about it.”
“Do you think she had dated him in reality?”
“I certainly believed it at the time. But now? No.”
A firm answer, Julian noted. “Sorry to interrupt. Go on.”
“She talked to me about Jonathan. She seemed to know a lot. Knew he liked to introduce
women to drugs and stuff.” She held up one hand. “Now, listen, don’t start thinking I was some
abused girlfriend. I wasn’t. He was a terrible influence, and probably emotionally abusive, but I
didn’t hate the guy- well, maybe I did. But more because he was a major league asshole and I
hated myself for putting up with him for so long. I guess we all make that relationship mistake at
least once in our lives. Anyhow, I told Michelle all this and we had a nice time and she invited
me to go out with her again. We texted and got dinner and she started telling me other stuff about
Jonathan and the company he works for. Horrible, horrible shit, about what they do, weapons
experiments, all that. She even showed me pictures. They made me sick. About a week later, I
went out with her again. I don’t know why. Morbidly curious, I guess. That’s when I met
Penelope at a place called the Silence Nightclub. Michelle drove me there. Penelope was already
there, waiting. She told me she had a way I could get back at Jonathan and all the shit he did to
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me and to others. She told me I’d get a phone call at 2 am and if I answered it, I’d learn more. If
I didn’t, then I’d never hear from her again.”
Bell let out a long sigh. “So the call did come that night. I didn’t answer it. But I couldn’t
stop thinking about what happened. Weeks went by and I kept thinking about Penelope. Then I
came here and talked to your friend.” She put her hands flat on the table. “Tell me: what
happened that you suddenly believe me? Or do you believe me?”
Julian respected the aggression in her voice. “I do believe you. I’m not going to tell you
what brought me to talk to you again, but I can assure you that you’re in no danger.”
“You didn’t meet Penelope.”
“Not yet. Tell me a little more about this Silence Nightclub.”
“It sounds more exciting than it is. It’s an old person hangout, really. They took me there
because I used to buy- listen, if I talk about anything illegal are you gonna get me in trouble?”
Julian laughed. “No. I promise.”
“Well drugs. I used to get drugs there. I think they did it to unnerve me, although
Michelle spoke to the owner briefly. At least, I think it was the owner.”
“What did they talk about?”
“I don’t know. They went into the back.”
Julian considered whether this Michelle woman had business at the nightclub. If so, why
bring someone as unreliable as Bell there? “It seems like the trusted you.”
“They did. I mean, when she told me about what Jonathan was part of and showed me
those pictures… they saw my reaction. I believed them. It was probably stupid of me, but in the
moment it seemed like the realest thing in the world. Now it seems like I was confusing a dream
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with reality. I feel like if I went an inch in the other direction, if I had just a little more anger in
me, I’d be with them right now. I think they expected me to take that call.”
“What do you think they would’ve said if you’d picked it up?”
“I don’t know.”
“I take it they didn’t leave a message.”
She shook her head. “There was just the phone, ringing and ringing. It seemed like it
went on forever.”
“That should do it for now, although I’m going to have someone come and get a detailed
description from you of Michelle, Penelope, and the car you were picked up in.” He stood up and
gave a slight bow. “Thank you for your help.”
“Yeah.”
Julian paused in the doorway. “I may not have met Penelope, but I know the type of
person you’re talking about. I was on a case a while ago, few years now, and I met this woman.
I’d been looking for her for some time. When I found her she was just like the type of person you
mentioned- someone from another world. She told me humanity was flawed and she wanted to
find out its flaw so it could be fixed. She’d flayed her skin, trying to look into her own body to
find the flaw. I remember the smell. Rot.” The scent of expired meat came to him. “Dedicated
describes her, too. But she ended up being more of a danger to herself than anyone else. It’s how
these people are. A tragedy, in a way.”

#
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Danielle had never been to the 201st floor, the top floor of the skyscraper. She’d met Lace
once, but he had come to her office, just after her hiring, and his arrival caused quite the
commotion among her coworkers. Holly, who had worked there for fifteen years at the time, had
never even met Lace before.
The elevator doors opened to reveal a young woman sitting behind a desk that almost hid
her, only her head cropping up above it. “Can I help you?” she asked.
“I’m Danielle Fitzpatrick. I got a note that I’m supposed to see Lace and Jonathan
Grammell.”
“Oh, you’re Danielle,” said the woman. “Yes. Please take a seat over there. I’ll call Mr.
Grammell and he’ll join you in a moment.”
Danielle took a seat on a leather couch in an alcove next to the elevator. She wondered
how many people’s yearly income the coach cost. Across from her and next to the woman’s desk
sat a small granite fountain, water slithering out of a flower on top and collecting in the bowl
beneath it. A live plant or two in it would’ve helped to reduce the artificiality, Danielle thought.
“Danielle!”
Danielle looked up and saw Jonathan Grammell approaching. He was tall, at least six
foot, and in good shape, but in a way that told her his muscle was from working out at the gym
as opposed to any sort of labor. He wore a suit with a very tight shirt and a polka dot tie that he
probably found amusing. She caught his eyes giving her a once over, but they did not linger on
any part of her.
“I’m so glad you came up,” he said.
“Of course,” she said. “I hope everything is okay.”
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“That’s why you’re here.” He put his hands on her shoulders, his weight falling on her
more than she would’ve liked. His breath smelled of mint. “I heard about what happened. Lace
and I wanted to talk to you to make sure everything is fine.” He let go of her and resumed
walking. “C’mon! Let’s go and see him. He’s been worried.”
Jonathan led her to two brass doors. He pulled on both of them and she thought him a
little too self-impressed with the motion.
That said, the sight inside the next room was impressive, she had to admit.
Lace’s office must have taken up half of the 201st floor. He’d stationed his desk at the far
side of the room, in front of a wall to wall and ceiling to ceiling window that looked out on the
downtown of the City and the bay. Unlike the other areas of the building, the floor wasn’t
carpeted, but instead stainless steel. There were three chairs before his desk, but little else
peppered the room other than a large television opposite the window wall. At the moment, it was
muted but displaying the financial news with a stock ticker at the bottom, many of the numbers
in negative terrain, an increasingly normal sight over the past two years.
“Danielle is here,” said Jonathan. His voiced echoed thanks to the large room.
Lace stood up and smiled. His baldness accentuated his large ears and Danielle tried not
to look at him. Rumor had it he reached fifty a year or two ago, but his face didn’t harbor a
single wrinkle. He was rail thin and looked even thinner when compared to Jonathan’s bulk, yet
he still radiated power. It was his smile, Danielle thought, the smile of someone who had far too
much to smile about.
“I’m so happy to see you,” said Lace. His voice came out soft, but with a tinge of
privilege, the words too exact. “I’m sure you guessed it, but Jonathan and I heard about what
happened yesterday.” He held out his arm and added, “Take a seat.”
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“Oh, I’m fine,” said Danielle.
“No, no, I insist.”
Danielle sat down and Jonathan took the seat beside her. The emptiness of the room made
her vulnerable; she found she had an urge to look behind her, to make sure nothing came out of
the empty space. “I’m doing fine,” she said. “I appreciate your concern, but I’ll be okay.”
“I never doubted it,” said Lace. “Not for a second. I remember when I first heard about
you. You hadn’t even been interviewed yet. I read the article you published about kicking your
heroin addiction and when I heard the very same woman was trying to get a job with us I was
overjoyed. This company needs people like you, people who can get things done. Ron tells me
you’re quite the achiever down there.”
“Yeah, he seems to like me,” said Danielle.
“I’m very proud of the people we have working here,” said Lace. “Each and every one of
them. I was speaking with Mayor Holland the other day, actually.” He nodded out at the City.
“We were at the town hall. A campaign fundraising event. I don’t like his chances. Do you?”
Danielle hadn’t expected the question and said, “I, um, I’m not sure. I haven’t really
followed the campaign.”
“I remember when he ran for office. He talked about crime and the drugs in the City. He
talked about people like you, people who were tainted by the City’s corruption, people who he
believed could, with his helping hand, rise above it. You did, but I doubt you thought it was
thanks to Holland’s helping hand.” He laughed and sat back down, rolling his chair back. “The
man is good-looking enough for a politician, but his actions resemble those of an infant trying to
walk. And his bartering skills? The man couldn’t negotiate for a table at an empty fast food
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place. The City needs more people like you. I thought that when I read your article and I still
think it now.”
“I appreciate that,” said Danielle. “Truly.”
“I hope you don’t think my concern is patronizing,” said Lace.
Danielle didn’t know what to think of it but said, “No, not at all. It’s nice to be cared
about.”
“You met Mayor Holland, didn’t you?”
An embarrassing memory. “Yes. He invited me to a rally after my article came out. Said
some nice words about me. I only actually spoke to him for a minute or two. I doubt he’d
remember me. I didn’t really like the experience.”
“He’s a bit of a fraud, yes. They all are, of course, and he hides it well when he’s
speaking or being interviewed, but in person you can see right through him. I’d say into his soul,
but I’m not really sure there is one.” He snorted. “But I digress. What you saw yesterday struck a
nerve with me. The man who shot himself is someone I knew. He worked here, actually.”
That surprised her. She hadn’t considered the man had a job or any personal life. He
seemed like a force of nature, someone above everything else, a man born of rage and
indignation. “I had no idea,” said Danielle.
“Oh, he quit a few years ago. Probably three years now. Matt was his name. You knew
him, didn’t you, Jonathan?”
Jonathan shook his head in the affirmative. “I did. Odd guy. Sad to hear his life ended
like that. He never really fit in here, although I can’t imagine him fitting in anywhere, and I can’t
say I liked him, but no one wants to hear about a thing like that.”
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“I feel a little responsible,” said Lace. “He came from us and traumatized you. A tragic
circle.” He shrugged. “But what can you do?”
“Life goes on,” said Danielle. She wasn’t sure why she said it.
“Indeed it does,” said Lace. “And I should let you get back to yours. I’m sure you want to
get back into the swing of things, put yesterday behind you. But if you want to talk to someone,
we here would be happy to provide you with a therapist free of charge. Just let Jonathan know.
He’s a helpful guy.”
“I like to think one in a million,” said Jonathan.
Danielle gave a tight smile. “Thanks, but I’ll be okay.”
“I know it,” said Lace. “My girl.”
Jonathan stood up and Danielle followed his example. She glanced once more at the
television; a header on the bottom of the screen said: Tyrius Posts Record Third Quarter Profits.
A picture of Lace was in the upper right hand corner.
“You’re on the TV,” said Danielle.
Lace didn’t look at it. “That sort of fame loses its luster after a while. It’s all just a game
for those reporters. Like sports. That’s why they’ll never get it right.”
Jonathan walked Danielle to the elevator and he put his arms on her shoulders again.
“You let me know if we can help at all.”
“I will,” said Danielle.
“Keep the identity of the man between us, though. Lace would rather it not get around
that Matt worked here. I’m sure you understand.”
When she was alone in the elevator she let out a long sigh. Being the object of attention
was never a goal of hers and she didn’t know what to make of Lace or Jonathan’s concern for
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her. She’d long had a feeling that her brief popularity had something to do with her hiring, it
would be good PR to hire someone who’d written an article about overcoming adversity, but
now she wondered if Lace didn’t see something in her, something more than just good PR.
Considering the type of business he ran, she did not know if she should find that inspiring.

Chapter Two: The Anxiety

Julian Mason loved coming into work. The beginning of the day offered endless
possibilities. The end of the day? Depressing. The idea of a day at work, filled with
investigations and revelations, rarely matched the reality.
Today, though, might be different. He had a feeling a real case lay open before him as
opposed to some jerk off assignment that led him to the basement of an overeager teenager
making a stink bomb. If there was a connection between the suicide in the bank and the two
women Bell told him about then his transfer to the City could pay off. He’d come here, fresh off
an accommodation, expecting to jump into the fire; so far, most of his work involved him
spinning around in his chair and giving advice to junior agents on dead end cases.
Julian met Section Chief Weathers in the conference room. Weathers was the first black
FBI Section Chief in the City’s history, but if the ground she broke gave her any stress she never
showed it. She sat with her hands interlocked on her chest, looking over the report Julian typed
up the night before. She took her time reading.
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“Interesting,” she said, her voice soft. “I’d dismissed Bell as nothing when she first came
here. Looks like I might’ve been wrong.” She looked up at Julian and the gaze of her grey eyes
never failed to startle him a little.
“You just might’ve been.”
“Do you have a hypothesis on what might be going on?”
“Not entirely, no,” he said. “But I did find another connection this morning. One of the
women in the bank when the guy came in works for Tyrius Incorporated: Danielle Fitzpatrick.
She was closest when the guy popped his head off.”
“What an image,” said Weathers. “Do you want to talk to this woman?”
“I do, yeah. I’m going to interview her after the weekend, I think. I want to get her at
work. Want to see if we can manage to get a name on the suicide before I talk to her, too.”
“Seems like we should have something by now.”
“The newspapers are publishing his image from the bank cameras today. Maybe we’ll
get something off of that.”
“No fingerprints?”
“He cut them off,” said Julian.
“What?”
“I’m serious. He cut off the skin.” He held out one finger and made a slicing motion
towards the last digit. “He was very methodical. Impressive, I guess.”
“Christ,” said Weathers. “Was he that desperate to remain anonymous?”
“The ME left me a voicemail this morning and said it looks like he’s been doing it for at
least a year.”
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Weathers shook her head. “God, what a bizarre situation. I’m inclined to think this is just
a lone wolf, though. That said, if there’s something there I’m confident you’ll dredge it up.
“Thank you,” said Julian. “So am I.”
“Now that I believe,” said Weathers. “But he cut off his fingertips? That’s not the goriest
thing I’ve ever heard, but it’s one of the stranger ones. It’ll be dancing around my mind for days
to come.”
“You want I can send you over some pictures.”
“I’ll include them in my Christmas cards to the family. Let them know what I’ve been up
to.”
“You must have some great stories when it’s time for a family hangout.”
“On those rare occasions I see them, I try and stay quiet.”
“I can’t imagine it.”
Weathers let slip a soft laugh. “Well, I manage.” She rose and went for the door. “It’s in
your hands for now. Just let me know if you’re doing something more than interviews. And let
me know if we come up with a name. Do you want anyone to assist you?”
“No,” said Julian. “Solo works best.” He returned to his office and reviewed the video
footage from the bank once more. The posture of the man impressed him; defiant despite
knowing his death would come in minutes. Confident, too, both in his movements and in what he
said. The eyewitness reports sent over by Arnold varied a little, but the core remained the same:
he thought the bank, and perhaps even money itself, a poison.
Julian half wished the man instead shot someone else just so he could still be around to
be interrogated. What an opportunity that’d be.
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#

The slight chance Danielle’s sister might find out what happened at the bank gave
Danielle a healthy dose of nerves. The newspapers had published a picture of the man in the
bank and Danielle could be spotted in the background of the shot. She didn’t want to call her
sister, hadn’t in six months, but she tried to calculate whether it would be more of a pain to call
her now or to deal with her indignation should she find out from someone other than Danielle.
The indignation would probably be worse.
Danielle picked up her cell phone and selected Jennifer’s number; she scrolled through
the history, seeing the last text exchange had been over two months ago and consisted of little
more than a check in as to whether the other still lived. A version of Jennifer existed,
somewhere, that Danielle got along with. She imagined Jennifer had the same idea, though, of a
world where a version of Danielle existed that she could get along with, could talk to, could
explain her problems to, could laugh with. Danielle knew this version of their relationship would
not come to pass because the past never remained where it should, hovering over all interactions
when it should only stay in the corners of the mind.
Danielle pushed the call button and hoped for voicemail, but no such luck; Jennifer
answered on the second ring.
“Danielle, is everything okay?”
Jennifer’s voice brought back all of Danielle’s childhood at once, so many images flying
through her head that she couldn’t process any of them. “Why is that your first question?”
Danielle asked, unsure of what else to say.
“Because you don’t usually call.”
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Danielle had no reply to that. “Listen, if you see any of today’s papers you might notice
me.”
“Did you publish another article?”
“No. Nothing like that. I’m not writing anymore. It’s just that you might see my picture. I
was at a bank yesterday-”
“Shit, you were in that bank where the guy killed himself?”
“Yes.”
“I don’t know what to say.”
“That’s fine.” Danielle walked over to her window. She could make out the top of the
setting sun. Give it another month and it’d be dark at this time. Dark and quiet.
“Do you want me to come over?”
“No.”
“Are you sure?”
“Yes. I’m fine. I’m calling because of you. I didn’t want you to worry, is all.”
“I am worried.”
“Well, don’t be.”
“Do you have someone to talk to? Are you still seeing your therapist?”
Danielle gripped her phone a little harder. “Yes. Listen, everything is fine. I’m fine. And
it sounds like you’re fine.”
“You don’t sound fine. You sound manic.”
“I’m not manic. And I don’t have manic depression. I don’t know why you keep trying to
diagnose me with that. It’s very annoying. I can only wish that I had the highs that come with
that.” She immediately regretted saying “highs.” She sat down on her couch and closed her eyes.
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“Jen, you need to concentrate on your own life and not worry about mine, okay? You’ve got
your own shit to deal with.”
“You mean my family?”
“Yes! Worry about Chris and Matilda. And worry about why you decided to name your
kid Matilda.”
“Funny.”
“But stop worrying about me.”
Jennifer turned silent and Danielle hoped that meant she had nothing else to say.
“I have to go,” said Danielle.
“You should come by and visit us. Mattie would love to see her aunt.”
Christ, Danielle thought. She couldn’t even picture the kid in her head; did she have
brown eyes? Blond hair? Or was it the other way around? “There’s nothing I can do for her.
Seeing me isn’t going to do anything.”
“She still remembers you as someone who is all strung out. Is that the image you want
your niece to have of you?”
Danielle cleared her throat. “What does it matter? She probably doesn’t remember me at
all.”
“She does, Dani.”
“Well then tell her I said hello.”
Jennifer remained silent for a few seconds and ended with, “I’ll let you go.”
Danielle wanted to say something more but realized Jennifer was gone. A sense of
frustration rose inside of her, her arms tingling, and her heart beating a little quicker. For all
she’d been able to overcome, family could still bring her back down, back to where she’d been
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when she was empty and ready to fill herself up with anything. Back to when she’d let anyone
into her life no matter who they were just so long as they told her they could make things better.
She tossed her phone onto the couch, pulled up her sleeve, and scratched at her arm. Her
nails dug in deep and a thin layer of skin curled up beneath them.
“Stop,” she whispered. “You can stop. Do something else.”
Time for a run, she decided. It’d give the necessary distraction.

#

St. Anthony’s was located in the poor section of the city where few looked happy and all
looked hungry. The area acted as a stark reminder to Michelle Garza of the worthiness of her
cause. In St. Anthony’s pews homeless men and women slept, a sight that would be seen in no
other church in the City, either because the churches were in wealthier distracts or because the
poor were informed they were not wanted.
“I know what we should be here for,” Father Michael once told her about the nightly
visitors. He’d touch his cross, small and dull. “I remember what this means.”
Despite her intentions, Michelle kept a distance from the homeless as she walked past the
pews, feeling at once removed from them and angry with them. She could not claim to be free of
past economic hardship, but she’d never been homeless and considering such a fate caused her
stomach to entangle. Yet anger came from the complacency she saw in them; why sit and let life
hit them? Why not strike back, take what others long denied from them? What did they have to
lose? She spotted a young man, probably no more than twenty, and wanted to grab him by his
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neck and tell him, “Get a knife, an ax, a bat, and strike back. Show them they can’t ignore you
forever.”
Father Michael waited for her in his office, a cluttered room with newspapers weeks old
sitting around, waiting to be read. He sat at his desk, his bulbous frame a difficult fit in his small
chair. Red colored his face and only wisps of hair remained on top of his head. “Glad you’re
here,” he told Michelle, his voice light for a man of his stature.
Michelle leaned against the wall, crossing her arms. Her dark hair fell down to just
beneath her shoulders. She was thirty, but stress had crept in under her narrow eyes. Her brown
skin was pockmarked on her face, the result of growing up without money for a yearly visit to
the doctor. “The church is full tonight.”
“The nights are getting colder. October always brings chills here and they usually come
soon after. Some head towards warmer places, but many view the City as their home so they
don’t want to leave.” He forced himself out of his chair, his breathing labored. “I have what you
want. Is your car around back?”
“Yes.”
“You could’ve come in through the back door. Just knock.”
“I wanted to see how filled you were tonight. It’s a reminder. And a frustration.”
“You’re a little too comfortable with getting angry,” Father Michael remarked.
“What is that supposed to mean?”
He waved the comment away. “I can help you load the car.”
“I’ve got it,” said Michelle. She worried about his health, but also about his mental state.
He’d told her there’d been another priest stationed here, but the priest had been moved elsewhere
and no one replaced him. Probably good for her purposes, it wouldn’t be likely the other priest
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would be as willing to help as Michael, but Michael could use the help. His responsibility to his
parishioners clearly weighed on him, exhaustion defining him more and more each time she saw
him. He’d never been spirited, but he contained more pep when she first met him, still ready to
clap his hands together when a new opportunity revealed itself.
“I’m in on it,” he’d told her after their first meeting. An easy sell. Now, she imagined he
didn’t have many visitors outside of the homeless.
“How’s Penelope?” he asked
“She’s good,” said Michelle. “Wants to bring a new person into the group. I’m not fond
of the idea. Went wrong the last time.”
“She’s always hit me as a risk taker. Maybe too much of one for her own good.” Michael
guided Michelle through a dimly lit hallway, one that hadn’t been cleaned in a while; footprints
appeared in the dust. He unlocked the back door and walked over to Michelle’s car. She took out
her keys and electronically popped the trunk.
“Your stuff is in the broom closet. I have a hand cart.”
She insisted on doing the loading and used the hand cart to bring out the two heavy boxes
to her car. She lifted them into the trunk without a grunt.
“So this is all of it?” she asked.
“Yep. You’re good to go. Will you be coming by again?”
“I don’t think so.” She held out her hand and Michael took it, squeezing lightly.
“I’ll miss your visits,” he said.
“I’ll miss them, too. I have a lot of respect for you. For what you do. It’s as important as
whatever Penelope and I can accomplish.”
He smiled and she saw his eyes water a little. “Saying goodbye to friends is never fun.”
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“It’s best if you’re not associated with any of us. In a few weeks there’ll be a lot of
people looking at me and Penelope.”
“I know. When is the date?”
She considered telling him the less he knew the better, that the less anyone knew the
better. But he’d been there from the start and he’d put it all on the line more than any of them so
far. “November 12th. It could change, but Penelope wants to stick with it. Can’t blame her. The
more you put something off the less likely it’ll happen.”
“I’ll be watching the news,” said Michael. He moved forward and hugged her.
It’d been quite some time since Michelle had as much human contact as the hug and she
found she didn’t quite know how to return it, her arms grasping the sides of him.
“This is probably stupid,” said Michael, “but be safe. As safe as you can be, all things
considered.”
“I appreciate it.”
“Is this your last bit of business tonight?”
“No. I’m dropping this off and then coming back to the City. I like being on the move,
going forward. Makes me feel useful.”
She went into her car and drove away from St. Anthony’s, heading towards the suburbs
outside the City. She lowered the windows, the cool air keeping her alert. There weren’t many
other cars; no one lived in the suburbs. They’d been built just before the recent housing market
crash and had since become a zombie town, a reminder of the instability of the world she lived
in.
Michelle had grown up in the City, but remembered visiting her aunt in the suburbs ten
miles away. There were always cars in the driveway, people outside in the daylight, and lights on
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at night, both inside and out. She envied the kids who ran around on their lawns, whether they
laughed at jokes or pushed their friends around. They lived in a bubble.
The City’s suburbs offered no such bubble. No lights, no people, no joy. Just emptiness,
all signs of human life vacuumed out. Michelle turned off the headlights, not wanting to attract
any attention. Penelope had told her hiding in a place like this was the best option, but Michelle
wondered if hiding among many would’ve been a better one. Right inside the business district
seemed appropriate, hiding right among the enemy.
In her rearview mirror she could see the illumination from the city, the obscene Tyrius
tower, and the Seagrad tower even further in the distance. She’d visit there soon enough, ready to
see the faces of those she’d hated for so long. Would they be surprised? Disdainful? Terrified?
Probably all of those. She didn’t care for their potential emotional distress. They’d never
cared about her. The types of people who walked the upper floors of those buildings thought
themselves impervious to moral judgments and considered people like Michelle as no better than
gum stuck to their shoe.
In the end, no matter how much they’d want to deny it, what was going to happen next
would be their fault. How could they possibly deny seeing this coming?

#

Danielle did her best to keep her breath and pace steady. Years ago, her sister had told
her that the main mistake people make when running was assuming going as fast as possible was
the goal. Not so. Keeping the long view in mind served the best. Exhausting yourself too soon
would make the run a waste of time.
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It’d taken a while for that to sink in, but the older she became the more Danielle found
running to be relaxing and she wanted to keep going for as long as possible so she kept the
advice in mind even if it did come with Jennifer’s voice. She’d established a regular route, one
that took her on a six-mile trip through the City.
Even though night had fallen, plenty of people roamed the streets and she had to dart in
between them, obstacles on a race course. She enjoyed that, feeling as if she was isolated from
them and they were merely objects she had to avoid instead of people who could be potential
threats or irritants. With her iPod blaring “Wicked Game” into her ears, she became insulated
from the sounds of the City and the voices of the people in it.
The people, the storefronts, the apartment buildings, all started to coalesce into a colorful
wall, as if she ran down a corridor, deeper and deeper into a void where she could be alone, a
new, silent world she could escape into for a while.
Danielle’s iPod cut off midway through “Disturbia.” She glanced down and saw it’d lost
power. She didn’t usually forget to charge it and damned herself for her forgetfulness. Not
recalling to charge her iPod almost made her suspect self-sabotage. She ripped out her
headphones and stuffed them, along with her iPod, into her pocket. She took a look around and
saw she’d ended up on 73rd Street, right off of Maxwell Boulevard. A quieter neighborhood, an
oasis from the chaos.
A man walked down the street towards her, but it was otherwise empty, discounting the
occasional tree that littered the sidewalk. Danielle put her hands through her sweaty hair and
took in a deep breath. Running without her music would be a nuisance; it’d not be as easy to
distract herself. She pulled her right leg up to her buttocks, her quad burning. She grimaced and
hissed. The music usually allowed her to ignore the stress of six miles of running, too.
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“Are you okay?”
Danielle looked and saw the man from down the block stood before her. She couldn’t
make the specifics of his face in the dark, but she could see he wore a suit with a vest. His
clothes were unwrinkled.
“I’m fine,” she said.
“Have a good night then,” said the man. He continued down the block, glancing back
once.
The vomit came fast, roaring up Danielle’s throat. She staggered forward and put her
right hand against one of the Sycamore trees. The bile burnt the back of her throat; no matter
how many times this happened, the first heave always surprised her, such was the intensity.
Once out, she tried to will her stomach to settle. “Not here,” she said to it. “Not now.
Don’t embarrass yourself. Pull it together.”
Her stomach cramped again and she bent over, begging her system to shut down, to just
let her relax. “Pull it together,” she said again. She lifted her left hand and smacked herself
across the face, the slap coming with a sharp crack. “What the fuck is wrong with you?” She
slapped herself again, her eyes watering. “You’re fine. You’re fine and this is you doing this. No
one else. You’re not crazy; this is just you being you.” Her mantra came on a therapist’s advice a
couple of years ago; most of the time, Danielle thought it was a ridiculous idea, but in the heat of
the moment, it offered a strange comfort.
“Get home,” she said. “Get home and wash this off. This is nothing. This is nothing. A
minor setback.” She reached into her pocket and felt for the twenty-dollar bill she kept in it in
case an emergency such as this happened. It’d be enough for her to grab a cab ride home.
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The walk back to Maxwell Boulevard proved painful. Her stomach knotted and her abs
hurt from the exertion of throwing up both today and the day before. She held out her hand to
hail a cab, not even knowing if one was nearby. She looked to the ground and closed her eyes,
keeping her hand out, and waited like that, a husk of a human, until she heard a car stop in front
of her.
She entered, gave the driver her number, and sidled up against the door, wrapping her
arms around her. The main streets were less crowded now, but people still strolled by as if a
woman who’d just had a breakdown wasn’t passing by them. The people looked happy, but how
many of them really could be? Were the smiles plastered on or did some people find themselves
genuinely satisfied, able to ignore the world? There were times when Danielle wanted to believe
only she lived like this, too aware of living in hell, and other times when she wanted to believe
that everyone else despaired, that everyone else yearned for an escape to some other, better
place. And then there were times when she just wished everyone would vanish, leaving her alone
without the complications that came with interaction, that came with seeing others and the
seething jealousy that followed.
“How much longer?” Danielle asked.
“Ten more minutes,” said the driver. “I’m going to take Hamilton Avenue in a moment.
Should get us there faster.”
Danielle grunted in reply.
She could smell vomit and suspected some of it lingered in her hair. Three months in
rehab. Four years in therapy. Three years in the City at a regular nine-to-five job. And her life
came to this. This was her happiness.
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The cab sped up and Danielle resumed looking outside. The faster speed caused the
elements of the City, the people, the buildings, the lights, the sounds, to coalesce again and she
returned to the corridor, heading forwards, alone and unbothered.
“We’re here,” said the driver.
Danielle gave him the twenty, granting him a four-dollar tip, and stepped out of the cab.
It took her two tries to unlock the front door and pulling it open took more effort than it should
have. When she went in the elevator she leaned against the side of it. Not the first time she’d
arrived home in such a state, although it’d been her last home, the one miles from here. In that
case, she at least had enough heroin infecting her body to afford her a level of blessed apathy
about her condition.
She stripped down as soon as she entered her apartment. She chucked her shirt in the
trash, not wanting to risk there being any residue from her heaving on it, and made for the
shower. The water shot out hot, as she liked it. It rolled down her, causing her body to prickle
thanks to the temperature. She felt awake, present in the moment. The thoughts of vomiting and
of the man in the suit fled her mind, a feeling of stupidity all that remained, frustration at how
she’d let herself get into this state again.
After showering, she toweled down and looked herself over in the mirror. She grabbed
her hair with both hands and pulled on it with each word she said. “Don’t. Do. That. Again.”
She continued to stare at her reflection and it continued to stare back at her. The
reflection looked skinnier than she thought, far too many bones jutting out. When had she last
weighed herself? It couldn’t have been that long. She wouldn’t do it tonight. She didn’t need
that, too.
The sound of a door opening came. Impossible, though, since no one else had a key.
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Am I going crazy? she wondered. Is this it?
Upon opening the bathroom door, Danielle saw two people standing in her living room:
one Hispanic woman who was about her own age and one very pale man who had to be at least
ten years older, perhaps even more. She tried to process the sight, asking herself who they were
and how they’d gotten in, but her brain skipped and formed no answers.
“I just want to apologize in advance,” the man said to her.
“Oh, Christ,” said the woman.
Danielle didn’t know what to say, her tongue limp in her mouth. Not that it would’ve
mattered, though, because only a second passed before the man rushed forward and put a rag
over her face.

Chapter Three: The Matriarch

Danielle came out of a deep sleep, but she could not open her eyes. She turned her head
to the side and realized she was laying on something soft. A bed? Probably, although definitely
not her own bed. She tried to lift her legs, but they were not responding.
“Don’t worry, honey. You’ll be fine soon.”
A woman’s voice. It had a slight drawl to it and warmth, too. Even with her memories of
her last waking moments coming back, of those two strangers in her apartment, the woman’s
voice soothed her. She’d wished her mother’s voice had sounded like this woman’s instead of the
harsh bark.
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Danielle tried again to open her eyes and this time she managed to pry them open. Her
vision remained hazy, everything a blur of dark blue or black other than a soft white in one
direction. A light?
“Don’t try and get up,” said the woman. “Just relax. It’ll take another minute or so and
then you’ll feel good as new. You probably just had some of the deepest sleep you’ve had in
years.”
Danielle tried to ask where she was. She didn’t know if the words made sense.
The woman laughed. “I’ve got myself a good pair of ears, but I’m not going to pretend
that I understood a word you just said.”
“Where?” Danielle asked, hoping she could manage with one word.
“Well, I’m not going to tell you that,” said the woman. “You’re safe, though. No harm
will come to you here. I imagine you’ve never been safer, actually. When I say something is
going to be a certain way then that’s the way it’s going to be. So when I say you’re safe you can
take that right to the bank.” Another laugh. She seemed amused at her own verbal cadence.
With every second, the woman came into sharper focus. She had dark red hair that ended
at her shoulders; the color contrasted with her black pants and black shirt. She stood in the corner
of the room and couldn’t have been a few inches more than five foot. Her large frame almost
made up for the height, though, and there was a certain level of attraction that forced Danielle to
focus on her. It wasn’t a physical attraction, but almost metaphysical, like one had no choice but
to concentrate on her.
“I’m Penelope.” She came forward and Danielle could make out some wrinkles on her
cheeks. Danielle put her in her mid-fifties, although her eyes and smile told Danielle a deep well
of energy remained in her, almost childlike.
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“Danielle,” said Danielle, her mouth still cotton.
“I know.” Penelope sat down next to her on the bed.
Danielle knew she should’ve been terrified, screaming, trying to run. Had they given her
a sedative? She didn’t think so considering her vision was almost back to normal and she could
feel her arms and legs again. Maybe fear had been beaten out of her a while ago. She tried to
think back to the last time she was scared, truly scared. Anxiety, depression, rage, those were all
different. She knew those feelings well. But scared?
“You feeling a little better?” asked Penelope.
Danielle nodded. She crunched her toes, glad to have control over herself once again.
“Good. Don’t get up yet; give it another minute or so. I’m very sorry about the way you
were brought here. It’s not how any of us wanted to it, but it’s necessary. I was careless once
before and I haven’t heard the end of it since then. The others worry a lot. Not me. I have
confidence that things will work out. The confidence builds every day. I can only put up with the
others complaining to a certain degree, though. Sometimes it’s worth indulging others just so you
can get some peace and quiet, eh?”
Danielle attempted to sit up, managing half way. Penelope pulled her up the rest of the
way and gave her a soft pat on the back. Her touch came gently, not intrusive but comforting.
Danielle noticed nothing in the room other than the bed and a lamp in the far corner. The room’s
door led to what looked to be a hallway but the lack of further illumination made her uncertain.
A window beside the bed offered a view of the side of a two story house. Were they in the
suburbs? She would’ve had to have been taken far since the nearest ones were vacant.
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“Trying to find your bearings, eh? I’m going to go out on a limb and say you haven’t
been here before,” said Penelope. “You’re not far from the City, don’t worry, but more than that
I’m not feeling keen to share at the moment.”
Danielle had a lot of questions, but couldn’t figure out how best to verbalize them. She
decided on asking, “Why am I here?”
“Because I believe in you,” said Penelope. “And because if I can’t convince you of my
cause then I don’t have a prayer of convincing anyone else. Hell, if I can’t convince you then
maybe it’s not even a cause worth pursuing.”
“What cause?” asked Danielle.
“Do you think you can stand?”
Danielle put her legs on the floor and pushed herself up from the bed. She quaked a little
and held out her arms, wondering if that actually did anything to help people balance. “I think
so.”
Penelope took a small flashlight out of her pocked and pointed it out into the hall. “Let’s
go out back.” She slid her arm around Danielle’s and guided her forward, slow and steady. The
hall led to a larger room, just as empty as the last. The only item of note was the sliding door at
the far end. Outside the door, a man and a woman stood, looking out at a pool. When Danielle
and Penelope reached the door, Danielle realized the two outside were the same who had come
into her home.
Penelope opened the sliding door and a chill came in; the temperature must have dropped
at least ten degrees since Danielle was last outside. Other than the pool, the backyard was almost
as sparse as the house. It had a lawn that needed to be cut and a small patio with four wicker
chairs and a table. Yes, this could only be the suburbs; it wasn’t exactly like the one Danielle
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grew up in but it took her a second to grasp the difference. The suburbs were always quiet, but
she noted a distinct level of silence here, as if the four of them were the only humans in
existence. She recalled the forgotten houses outside the City, sitting there waiting for no one.
Seemed a good guess that she’d been brought out to one of the homes.
“This is Michelle and Bruce,” said Penelope. She flashed the light over them. Bruce
flinched; Michelle did not. In the quick light, Danielle noticed the tautness of Bruce’s skin and,
combined with how pale he’d looked in her apartment, she pegged him as sick.
“Good to meet you,” said Bruce.
Michelle gave a very small nod.
“Let’s have a seat over there,” said Penelope. She guided Danielle to the patio and sat her
down at the table. She took a seat next to Danielle. Michelle took the seat to Danielle’s left and
Bruce sat across from Danielle. Penelope reached out to the lamp in the middle of the table and
flicked a switch at its base. Light burst out, a hole opening in the darkness.
“There we go!” said Penelope.
“Lot less gloomy now,” said Bruce. He winked at Danielle.
“It’s the perfect time of year,” said Penelope. “The humidity and bugs are all gone, but
winter hasn’t arrived. October is the good month, if you ask me. The leaves are a thing of beauty,
too. You can’t see them now, of course, but during the day it looks like the trees hold fire on
their limbs. Distracts you from the coming winter. But I’m rambling.”
Danielle didn’t know what to say. She didn’t feel worried, curiosity succumbed her more
than any other emotion, but she did wonder if this was less a kidnapping and instead a case of
lonely people needing a companion. If so, they sure miscalculated by picking her.
“She looks baffled,” said Michelle.
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“A little,” said Danielle.
“I like the honesty,” said Penelope, snapping her fingers. “I like the fearlessness in you,
too; you’re more interested in what’s going on than in whether or not you’re safe. It takes a
certain type of person to behave like that. And that certain type of person is what I’m looking
for.”
Danielle wouldn’t put it that way; she felt out of phase, in a waking dream, a place where
reality did not come into play. She saw no reason to argue, though, not wanting to delay
whatever they’d brought her here for so she could decide if she was a fool for not panicking.
“I’ve been in stranger circumstances with less friendly people,” she said, hoping it came across
as agreement while also being noncommittal.
“I know,” said Penelope. “I’ve read your article. Heroin. Raves. An orgy once. Mugged
twice, too. Quite a life.”
“You remember the article better than I do,” said Danielle. “My memory of those days is
pretty slipping away.”
“I know a lot about you. Almost everything. I don’t say that as a threat; just a statement
of fact.”
“Don’t worry; in my experience, if a stranger wants to hurt you they get right down to it.”
“That’s quite the read on people,” said Penelope. She put her hands behind her head. “I’m
not going to try and obfuscate, Danielle. We brought you here for a specific reason. We want to
know what you think of the people you work for.”
“I think they pay me.” She noticed Bruce lean down and heard a click as he opened
something. He came back up with a manila folder.
“Where do you think that money comes from?” asked Penelope.
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“People who buy weapons.” She crossed her arms. “I know what type of company I’m
working for and I think I know what you’re doing.”
“There’s no need to be defensive,” said Penelope. “We all have to work for questionable
people at some time or another. It’s part of life’s burden. Or, it’s part of the burden we’ve set up
for ourselves, a burden we created long ago when we made a pact with the devil. We-”
“I know what you mean,” said Danielle. She started to think she’d be in for a speech she
could’ve heard from someone on the subway late at night. “The City, the country, the world,
we’ve all made deals, bad ones, when it comes to how we get money.”
Penelope looked directly at her. “I can see you think this is going to be some crazy
bullshit. Words don’t soothe you, do they?” She nodded to herself. “I can respect that. Only fools
are won over by rhetoric. It’s easy to speak, but it’s always harder to prove. Lucky for you, I can
actually deliver the latter. Bruce?”
Bruce pushed the folder across the table. Danielle touched the top of it, but didn’t open it.
“What’s inside here?” she asked.
“Fifteen pages of text and two pictures,” said Penelope. “But it’ll change you. You think
you know things, but you don’t really, not like how you will after you look at that. And, keep in
mind, what’s in there is only a sliver of what else I know. A foul taste of something more.”
Danielle almost laughed at Penelope’s wording, but she opened the folder and picked up
the first piece of paper, its font the all too familiar Times New Roman. The first page told of
“water grabbing” by various corporations in African countries. The corporation named most
often was the Unisiltid Corporation. It had bought fresh water areas in African countries, areas
where the poor had previously taken their water from. Now, Unisiltid held onto it for its own
purposes and the water supply to the nearby towns had been almost entirely cut off.
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“Unisiltid is headquartered in the City,” said Penelope. “All of the companies in the
folder are either headquartered in the City or have a large, cancerous presence in it. I mean, I
could write a book the size of the Bible if I went into every company in this country, but for now
I’m just looking at the City. Keep reading. Enjoy.”
The second page told of “ghetto loans” that had been pushed on blacks and Hispanics in
the City, loans that they would not be able to pay back, in an effort to plunder the poor
communities and insure they lived in one area, thus making other areas in the City more
expensive in terms of real estate.
The pages went on and on, describing multiple criminal or shady dealings, from
protecting the money of war criminals and terrorists to underpaying employees while the
presidents and chairmen saw their income skyrocket. The last page concerned the water company
contributing to politicians’ campaigns so new regulations weren’t passed and it could save
money by not properly inspecting the City’s water.
Danielle put the papers to the side. There were two photos left in the folder, both of them
facing down. “This is terrible stuff,” said Danielle. “I get that. I do. I’m not sure why you’re
showing it to me, though.”
“How does it make you feel?” asked Penelope.
Once more, Danielle found herself unsure of what to say. “I don’t know. Helpless?
Confused? I can’t say I didn’t already know most of this.”
“Really?” asked Penelope. “You were already aware that companies in the City have
been responsible for the deaths and bankruptcies of people around the world? That the City’s
water is purposely lacking inspection?”
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“Well, not exactly,” said Danielle. The gazes of the three at the table were harsh and
judging. “I didn’t have numbers or specific examples. But I assumed that companies were doing
bad things. One of those things that seems like a safe bet.”
Penelope’s mouth twisted in what Danielle hoped was a smile. “Yes, people hear things,”
said Penelope. “But now you know. And there’s more. A lot more. Pages and pages of it.”
“How do you know all this?”
“Some of it came to me from disillusioned people, those who were tired of being part of a
rigged game. Much of it came from research, though. Not even difficult research. It’s all out
there for the taking if you bother seek the knowledge out. The companies in the City don’t bother
to hide their crimes well. And why would they? No one is looking.”
“No one is looking?”
“It’s easy to live in denial. You hear something and you justify it in your head, that it’s
not as bad as it sounds, that it must be for a greater good. Don’t tell me you can’t relate to that.
Back during your less amicable days, how many times did you tell people, ‘I’m not an addict?’”
“It was rare that anyone even bothered to ask,” said Danielle.
Penelope tapped the table. “Turn over the photos, honey.”
Danielle picked up the first photo and flipped it over. The image showed a dead body of a
nude man. She couldn’t make out any distinguishing features due to whatever trauma had been
inflicted on him. His eyes had caved in along with half of his nose, leaving a crater. His mouth
was only a thin line, as if it’d been stitched together. His stomach bulged, like a mosquito that
had absorbed too much blood. Despite the body horror, the detail that stood out the most to
Danielle was the violet hue his skin had taken along with the liquid purple streaks that came
from his eyes.
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“What the hell is this?” she asked.
“That’s the work of the company that currently employs you,” said Michelle, speaking
for the first time. Anger coated her voice. “A new form of chemical warfare, you might say.
We’re not sure what it is. Take a look at the next picture.”
Danielle flipped over the second picture. It held the sight of a man sitting in a chair with
his legs crossed at the ankles, his hands tightly intertwined. He wore shabby clothes and he
frowned, his frown deeper than should’ve been possible. His eyes, though, caught Danielle’s
attention. They were violet, just like the liquid from the other photo. Large, too, sad, with
decades of despair behind them.
“Is this some sort of sick before and after shot?” asked Danielle.
Penelope barked a laugh. “No, but a good guess. Whatever that purple shit is that they’re
using on people is something they’re clearly playing around with. The first photo was taken five
years ago. The second picture was taken three years ago. The two men both came from the same
area, too: Blaswell Park.”
“The one in the City?”
Penelope nodded and leaned forward. She tapped the photo of the man sitting in the
chair. “That park has had more homeless people in it than any other part of the City. This guy
was sleeping on one of the park benches. He was offered a free meal and he went with some men
into a van and before long he became that.” She nudged the other photo. “As for him, well, this
might be a little uncomfortable to hear. He was twenty-five and also homeless. He was out cold
when they got him out of Blaswell Park, though. Heroin. Heavy user.”
Danielle looked down at the decimated corpse. “I see.”
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“These are the two pictures we have. I’m sure there’s much more. This stuff makes Agent
Orange look like perfume. God knows what else they have cooking in there and it sure looks like
they are ready and willing to experiment on people.”
“If this is real then you need to publish this,” said Danielle. The pictures looked real
enough, but did that mean anything? Life had taught her reality could be slippery, a figment of
belief as opposed to a strict definition.
“And what would happen?” asked Michelle. Her voice sounded as angry as before and
Danielle wondered if she had any other mood. Was she supposed to be the bad cop to Penelope’s
good cop? “The government has been buying from this company for years. If they decided to
shut it down then they’d be opening a door to questioning. Why were they buying from them?
Why didn’t they properly vet Tyrius? Did they actually know what Tyrius was doing? And on
and on. So they’d have to promise an investigation and they’d delay it for as long as possible
until a couple of years later they declare that the findings didn’t convince them of any
wrongdoing and that there’s no real proof the pictures were real.”
“If these are real, surely there will be experts who would verify them,” said Danielle.
“Maybe,” said Michelle. “But there’d be other experts, ones who were paid off. And even
if the public did become convinced of these pictures it wouldn’t be hard for Tyrius to justify this.
‘In order to better defend America, we have to sacrifice a few of its least productive citizens.’
Tell me that wouldn’t fly. Just try and tell me people wouldn’t convince themselves that’s the
truth so they don’t have to deal with a scary reality.”
“Michelle has a slightly more cynical take on the world than the rest of us,” said Bruce.
Penelope pushed back her chair, a screeching coming as it moved across the patio, and
stood up. “People have to get a real kick in the ass in order to wake up. This would cause a
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scandal, no doubt, but what you need is a cannonball. All this information, at once, in a way that
people won’t be able to ignore. That’s our goal here, Danielle. We want eyes open by the time
this is all over.”
Danielle could feel the passion in Penelope’s words, an aura filling the air around them,
but it did not escape her that she might have been sitting around three people who’d lost eve the
shakiest grasp of reality. She’d seen a lot of people tell her their beliefs, especially when they
were on heroin, and even though they talked with passion, it didn’t make what they had to say
any less crazy. “How did you get the photos?” Danielle asked.
“Well, that’s another uncomfortable topic,” said Penelope. “They came from an inside
man at Tyrius, but he’s no longer with us, unfortunately. You met him, I believe.”
Danielle instantly made the connection. “The man in the bank. Matthew. He used to work
for Tyrius. He gave you the pictures.”
“Yeah, he did,” said Penelope. “You’re a smart girl.”
Danielle tried to picture him with them in the backyard. She couldn’t see him fitting in.
He had the anger, sure, the passion, too, but he had a sense of tragedy and finality these three
didn’t. Did they know that? “Did you send him in there to die?”
Penelope jerked back her head. “What? No! I would never have asked him to do
something like that. Never.” She waved her hand. “God, no. He was troubled. Angry. I didn’t
know the depths of it, though.” Penelope sighed and looked towards the pool. “Sometimes I have
to remind myself that there’s more than all this. There’s a danger in becoming fixated, when
everything else just falls away.”
Danielle didn’t know what that meant, but decided not to ask. Too many questions
bounced around in her mind already.
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Michelle rose and went to Penelope’s side. She said, “I need to talk with you. Why don’t
we let Danielle sit and think about what she’s heard?”
“Yeah, that sounds good to me,” said Penelope. “I suppose a couple of minutes to let
everything sink in is prudent. Bruce, keep care of our girl and answer any questions she might
have. We’ll be back in a few.”
Danielle watched them get swallowed up by the darkness of the house.

#

Michelle walked to the house’s front window. A little of the moonlight came in, but not
enough to illuminate much beyond general shapes. “That woman is in-fucking-sane,” said
Michelle. “You shouldn’t have brought her here. Did Bruce tell you about her vomiting and
slapping herself?”
“He told me all about it,” said Penelope. “I made him keep a journal of all he saw her do
over the past week. I’m aware of her issues. Maybe you should remember that she did just see
Matthew’s suicide.”
Michelle didn’t consider what Matthew did a suicide so much as a message, warped as
the execution may have been. Matthew was a troubled and angry man, Penelope had that right,
but he wasn’t looking for an excuse to off himself. He wanted to send a message as much as she
and Penelope did. “We fucked up with Bell, remember? We risked exposure. And that still might
come back to bite us in the ass. And now her. You’re making the same mistake again.”
Michelle could see Penelope shake her head, an outline moving in the dark. “What would
happen if she went and told someone about us? ‘Oh, someone drugged me, took me out to the
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suburbs, and said capitalism is evil.’ The cops would laugh at her. A quick check on who she is
would bring up that article and they’d be convinced she was using again. Bell, yes, that might
have been a mistake. But even then what could she tell anyone? We didn’t talk to her about our
endgame, we didn’t whip out some guns, and she has as questionable a background as Danielle
does.” Penelope’s voice deepened. “There’s no stopping what comes next. Hiccups along the
way will be forgotten before long. It’s not like people won’t know our names when this is all
over.”
“I know,” said Michelle. “I’m not worried about me. I’m not worried about getting
caught. I’m just worried about being able to follow through.” Penelope’s confidence had always
been strong, but she wondered if Penelope had started seeing herself as too larger than life, as not
just an agent of change but instead the agent of change.
“We’ll be able to, I promise. I’ve delivered on everything else. Now what else is there?”
“We have to move on the guns,” said Michelle. “And soon. Zachary confirmed he can get
them for us when we’re ready. I’d assume we’re ready now.”
“Guns,” said Penelope. “I have to admit that makes it a whole lot realer, even to me.” She
turned to look out the window. “Tell him to order them. In case there’s some sort of delay I don’t
want it to be at the last minute.”
A delay would be crippling, Michelle knew. A delay would give everyone time to think,
time to back out, time to try and come up with a better plan. A better plan might’ve existed, but
one would always exist. She’d rather commit now instead of still be mired in debates five years
from now on whether or not a better option lay just around the corner. “I’ll give him a call.”
“Do you think his place is clean?”
“No cameras,” said Michelle. “He wouldn’t want them in the business he’s in.”
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“Drugs?”
“Mostly. Some gunrunning, too, obviously.”
“This is certainly giving us the chance to meet new and exciting people.”
Michelle laughed softly. “Yeah, it is. I remember when it was just you and me.” She
flashed to the two of them sitting at, of all places, a picnic table in the summer heat over three
years earlier. It seemed like a simpler time, but probably only in hindsight. No doubt, the same
anxieties and anger nagged at her then, too. “My only worry is that we took Bell to his club. I
told you that was a bad idea.”
“I wanted her to feel like she was part of us,” said Penelope. “Besides, if the place got
raided then we’d know Bell talked about us and that tells us something, too. But it’s been over a
month and nothing.”
“As far as we know.”
“Are you afraid of getting caught?”
“No. I just don’t want us to come crushing down because you’re too egotistical.” She
knew the remark had more bite to it than it should’ve the moment it slipped out.
“You’re worried about my ego? Maybe I have one, but it’s not relevant. Listen, what
we’ve built here isn’t going to end even if some cop gets a whiff of us. And if someone does
come for us? We’ll strike back. We’ll stand strong. We’ll get our message across because we’re
more dedicated than anyone else out there.”
“I hope you’re right.”
“Let’s see how our new girl is doing,” said Penelope. “I think you’ll come around on
her.”
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#

The light from the lantern shone enough that Danielle could see Bruce was indeed sick. It
would probably be in poor taste to come out and ask him directly, but considering he’d put a rag
over her face to knock her out, she decided it’d be excusable. “You look ill,” she said.
Bruce smiled. “Well, that’s nice to hear. I am. Chemo. Pancreatic cancer.”
“Sorry to hear it.”
“What are you gonna do?” He scratched at his face. “I’ve been healthy my whole life. In
shape. Never smoked. Didn’t drink. Still got hit with this. Life’s a dick. You change what you
can and move forward.”
Danielle picked up the papers and photos, lining them up neatly, and put them back in the
folder. “And this is something you can change?”
“I’ll find out,” said Bruce. “I can’t change the cancer, that’s for the doctors even though
they like to tell me differently, but if I can be a part of this other change then I’m all for it.”
Danielle believed he told her the truth about his mindset. She believed all of them did. It
didn’t mean they weren’t crazy, but she didn’t think they planned to pull some sort of con job on
her.
A breeze came through and Danielle wrapped her arms around herself. “Maybe meeting
outside was a bad idea,” she said.
“The cold forces you to stay awake,” said Bruce. “Heat just makes you lethargic.”
“I’m usually lethargic no matter what.”
“I’ve noticed,” said Bruce. He put his hands up. “Full disclosure: I’ve been watching you.
But, don’t worry, not in a creepy way. You’re not really my type and all. No offense.”
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“Keeping an eye on me for Penelope?” asked Danielle. She should’ve found the fact that
she was being spied on more upsetting. She should’ve found all this more upsetting. Instead, it
was interesting, a break from the norm, a break from the grind of wondering what would come
next, if it would be the day she’d slide backwards or just another crushing day of sobriety.
“I’m sure you understand,” said Bruce. “Have to be careful. But that does bring me to the
question of why you slapped yourself in the middle of a street after throwing up.”
“That happens sometimes.”
“I’m sorry to hear that.”
“I’ve been cursed with a unique mind. Doesn’t seem to work like others’ do.”
“My brother was like that.”
“Was?”
“Well, he’s in an institution now. Maybe I shouldn’t have brought it up.”
Danielle smiled. “Maybe not.”
His voice took on a more serious tone. “Danielle, if you’re in pain we can’t make that go
away. But we can give you a purpose. I know that on the days when I’m at my sickest, the fact
that I have a cause worth fighting for gets me through the day.”
“I’m still not sure what exactly this cause is about,” said Danielle.
Bruce looked passed her. “You want to take this, Pen?”
Danielle turned and saw Penelope. How long had she been there?
“Be happy to,” said Penelope. “You’ll forgive me if I don’t give you all the specifics, or
really any, but I’ll try and give you a general idea and then you can decide what to do next. Your
decision will not affect your wellbeing, I promise you. I told you that when you first woke up
and I’m going to keep my word on that.” She walked to the edge of the pool and gazed into it,
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not once looking at Danielle or Bruce. “Like I said before, the people in the City need a wakeup
call. By nature, people are slow to change. They fear losing what they have even if what they
have is little; sometimes the promise of having more convinces them not to change because they
think success is right around the corner. It’s a lie, of course, one people willingly tell themselves.
Gives them a false sense of security, a warm blanket. So I’m going to deliver to them a message,
one they won’t be able to avoid hearing. I’ll detail the corporations that are sucking away our
souls. I’ll show the pictures I gave to you and more. I’ll name names. I’ll tell them what
companies are secretly hoping they all go bankrupt. I’ll tell them which banks are playing with
their money. I’ll tell them which credit card companies are adding charges to their cards, hoping
people won’t notice. I’ll tell them which gas companies are endangering the lives of people in
other countries. The people of the City will have no choice but to rise up and demand a change.
I’m taking their blinders off, whether they like it or not.”
Danielle remained quiet, waiting to see if more of an explanation would come or if
Penelope would just continue with vague promises.
“Does that answer your question?” Penelope asked after a minute.
“Not really. I don’t know how you’re going to do all these things. I certainly don’t know
why you’d want me.”
Penelope walked away from the pool and came beside Danielle. “I have a plan as to how
I’m going to accomplish all this. Bruce can swear to it and so can Michelle when she comes back
out. I’m not going to share it with you yet. I like you, honey, but we still have trust to build. As
for why you? It’s the same thing I told you when you were on the bed. If I can’t convince you,
someone who has something in common with the people who are being abused and who works
in the belly of the beast, then how the hell can I convince anyone else?” She knelt down,
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grimacing as she did so. “The companies in the City will suck every ounce of blood from the
homeless and then the poor and then the middle class until there’s nothing left but drones
desperately trying to find one meal a day. What happens after that won’t matter because we
won’t be here anymore. The way these companies behave, these people who dare to call
themselves human, is a war on the working men and women of our world. It’s a war we’ve been
losing for a long time now and it’s getting worse every day. The homeless litter the parks and
streets of the City yet look around us! We’re in a suburb filled with empty homes. This is what
happens when those who have more than enough want to take everything.”
Danielle watched Penelope’s body language as she spoke. Her eyes were wide and
honest. Her voice was tight. Not a surprise people had chosen to follow her, Danielle thought.
She knew what to say and how to say it.
“I know how you got your job,” Penelope went on. “It was because of the article you
wrote. Lace and the rest of them at Tyrius wanted to look like compassionate people. I remember
that they even put out a press release, saying they would donate money to help all the addicts
who remained out there. They wanted to be a progressive and generous company. But you know,
you know, that if they saw you when you were down on your luck they wouldn’t have lifted a
finger. They’d laugh at you, kick you, molest you if the mood took them. We don’t want to admit
it, but those people, those elites, those rich, they’d watch everyone below them burn and it’d be
nothing. That’s the path we’re headed down, Danielle. I want to save us. I want to save all of us.”
She pushed on the table to help herself up. “I don’t expect an answer now. I’m sure you’re still
processing this.” She called into the house, “Michelle, you got the drink ready?”
Michelle walked out of the darkness. She carried a glass in her hand and put it in front of
Danielle.
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“You’ll get a call from us in a week or so,” said Penelope. “It won’t be from me, but it’ll
be from someone on my behalf. He’ll tell you where to meet him and he’ll wait for you for an
hour. If you don’t come then you don’t come and we never speak again. But if you do come then
we’ll talk more about how to stop the horrors that surround us.” She knocked her knuckles
against the drink. “This, though, is the worst part of it. It’s chocolate milk with a little something
extra that’ll knock you out so you can’t pinpoint where we are. I hate to do it, but I’ve been told I
need to be more cautious.” She sat back down in her seat.
Danielle picked up the glass. She couldn’t make it out in the dark. “Does this have any
side effects? There’s not a chance I’ll die, is there?”
Penelope laughed. “No, I promise. A deep sleep is all. You could probably use that,
right?” She put her hand down on the table to capture Danielle’s attention. “There is one other
thing and it’s important. Should you get the call from my man and tell the police where he is you
should know that you’d just be wasting your time. He won’t tell them anything. He’s a loyal
man.”
Danielle brought the glass to her lips. She’d avoided medicine for the most part since
becoming clean, but she doubted she’d be able to use that as an excuse to get out of having to
drink the milk. After the night she’d had, downing a whole bunch of sleep medicine didn’t sound
the least bit scary, though; if anything, it sounded like a blessing. She wanted to leave, to stop
having questions asked of her, questions she never thought she’d be expected to answer. Then
there was the way Penelope looked at her, how a teacher looks down at a student they expect will
go far. She didn’t know how much more she could handle of that tonight, certainly not after her
fit earlier.
So, while saying “fuck it” in her head, she downed the drink.
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Chapter Four: The Interviews

Julian waited on the leather couch outside of Lace’s office, his legs crossed at his ankles
and his hands on his lap. He watched the secretary at the desk across from him as she took the
occasional call, always diverting the caller away from Lace. She’d done an excellent job of
ignoring him after telling him to wait on the couch twenty minutes before.
“Does Lace get many visitors?” he asked.
The secretary looked up and adjusted her thick rimmed glasses. “No. He prefers to leave
most matters in the hands of his subordinates.” She turned back to her computer.
“So I should be honored that he’s going to speak with me? Whenever that ends up
happening, that is.”
A sharp burst of breath came from the secretary. “Mr. Mason, Lace and Mr. Grammel
will be with you when they’re ready. That’s all I can say.”
The undisguised loathing amused Julian. He’d grown used to people not trusting him, or
anyone with a badge, and he sympathized, but this was different. The woman, who still hadn’t
bothered to introduce herself, disliked him because he wasn’t like the others here.
“I’m sorry for your loss, by the way,” said Julian.
“Excuse me?”
“Matthew Valance. He used to work here, I heard.”
“Before my time,” she said. “Never heard his name before the incident at the bank.”
An incident. What a lovely way to put it. “Well, I’m sure others are shaken up about it
all. A violent way to go.” He stood up and walked to her desk; an old trick, acting friendly and
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coming in closer. The friendliness left the person without much to complain about, but the
proximity unnerved them, made them more honest. “Do you know Danielle Fitzpatrick?”
“The name sounds vaguely familiar,” she said, pushing her chair back a few inches.
He rested his arms on the desk. “I’m here to talk to her, too. I’m guessing she doesn’t
talk to Lace often?”
“Like I said-”
“He delegates through others, yes, I know.”
“I have work to do, Mr. Mason.”
Julian met her eyes. “So do I, yet that fact doesn’t seem to be respected so you must
forgive me if I’m not too empathetic.” He flashed a smile. “But I shouldn’t be rude, of course.”
The secretary picked up her phone. “I’ll ring Lace and see if he’s forgotten about your
visit.”
“A thousand thank yous,” said Julian.
The secretary waited for an answer, reminded the person on the other end of Julian’s
presence, and proceeded to put down the phone. “He’s ready. Go through the doors at the end of
the floor.”
Julian pumped his fist in the air. “Excellent. Victory in our time. What’s your name, by
the way?”
“Alexis.”
“A true pleasure.”
“I’m sure.”
The door at the end of the hall had brass handles and Julian grabbed them with relish,
yanking the door open. “Thank you so much for seeing me,” he said with volume.
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Lace waited for him by the window. Julian had never met him before, but he recognized
him from the picture on Tyrius’ website and from the couple of interviews he’d watched with
him. Some were over a decade old, but Lace did not look like he’d aged at all. Seated opposite
Lace was a man who gave Julian not so much a smile as a smirk: Jonathan Grammel,
presumably.
“Special Agent Mason, welcome,” said Lace. The soft voice, no doubt a put on, didn’t
come across as calming so much as a way to assure everyone he had little to worry about.
“Call me Julian.” He directed his attention to the other man. “And you must be
Jonathan.”
“I am.” Jonathan stood up and shook Julian’s hand, his grip tight.
Lace looked out the window and Julian wondered if that was some sort of power play or
if Lace was distracted. “So you’re here about Matthew, correct?”
“I am,” said Julian. He sat down in one of the chairs in front of Lace’s table. The empty
space in the room bothered him; so much unused real estate that could’ve been put to better use.
A sign of Lace’s ego or did Lace feel more comfortable in an open space? The rich always had
their odd phobias. “How well did you know him?”
“Well enough. Jonathan knew him even better.”
Jonathan nodded and Julian turned his attention towards him. Jonathan’s youth would
mean he’d talk more; the businessmen who’d been around the block knew when to clam up, but
the young still wanted to brag whenever they could.
“Did he seem suicidal to you?” Julian asked.
“Not at all,” said Jonathan. “But you have to remember it’s been three years. I can’t recall
all our conversations.”
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“Surely you must’ve gone over the conversations in your head recently, though.”
“The mind cheats,” said Jonathan. “It remembers encounters in ways that suit it.”
A more astute observation than Julian would’ve expected. “Did you ever hear from him
after he left the company?”
“No, not at all.”
“On what terms did he leave you?”
“We didn’t fire him if that’s what you’re asking.”
“I wasn’t,” said Julian. “I was more curious if he was angry about something.”
“He didn’t seem angry at all, no. Just wanted to move on.”
Julian took a picture out of his pocket, one of Matthew’s dead body, still on the floor of
the bank. He held it out to Jonathan. “Anyone who does this is a person with a lot of anger in
them.”
“Jesus,” said Jonathan. “Put that away.”
“Let me see the picture,” said Lace. He didn’t turn from the window so Julian rose and
gave him the photo. Lace examined it for half a minute. No emotion came across his face.
“You’re right. Someone would have to be very angry to do this. I suspect you think he was angry
at us.”
“Perhaps,” said Julian. “Would anyone have a reason to be angry with you?”
Lace shook his head. “You must think I live in a bubble, Mr. Mason. I don’t. My
products have resulted in the deaths of many people. I’ve made my peace with that, and I feel no
need to explain it to you. There are a lot of men and women who would love to see me rot,
however. I’m not sure how killing oneself would accomplish that, though. Nor do I think a
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member of the FBI would investigate a suicide, even one involving someone as high profile as
myself. So tell me why you’re here, please.”
“There’s been talk about you and your company,” said Julian. “Just some loose words,
nothing more. I don’t think you’re in any immediate danger.”
“Very reassuring.” Lace nodded towards the television. “Do you see that?”
Julian looked and saw a suited man, white, young, and blandly handsome talking, but his
voice was muted. Below him a banner read: Economists forecast yet another long recession.
“Now there’s a threat,” said Lace. “There’s money to be made when people are
desperate, when people will work for little. It’s the basis of our economy. But when things go
badly for too long there will be talk of rash decisions. I’m not unaware of the dangers that
surround men like myself. I can tell you this, though: I’ve seen many fall and I’m standing taller
than ever.”
“A lot to be proud of, I’m sure,” said Julian.
“It’s not pride,” said Lace. “Some stand tall out of skill, others out of luck. I won’t make
a claim as to what has given me my stature. But it’s a fact that the longer someone has power the
more likely they are to keep it.”
Julian didn’t want to philosophize. “If neither of you have anything to add, I’d like to talk
to one of your employees.”
“No warrant, I’m taking it?” asked Jonathan.
“No,” said Julian. “You folks hit me as cooperative people.”
Lace went back to looking outside; a king surveying his lands. “Who do you want to
see?”
“Danielle Fitzpatrick. She was in the bank when Matthew went full Hemingway.”
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“Hemingway,” muttered Lace. “Never was a fan.”
“Danielle is a valued member of our team,” said Jonathan. “I wouldn’t want you giving
her a hard time.”
“Would never dream of it,” said Julian. “Just a few questions. No suspicions.”
“We’ll go and ask her,” said Jonathan. “Leave it in her hands. C’mon.”
Julian said, “Sounds good. Take care, Lace. If anything else comes up, let me know. I’ll
leave my card.”
“No need,” said Lace. “I’m more than capable of reaching anyone I want. Good luck, Mr.
Mason.” He let out a short sigh. “But your investigation doesn’t matter now. Matthew won’t find
peace no matter what happens.”
“Maybe he found it in the end,” said Julian.
“Maybe,” said Lace. “But I doubt it.”
Julian followed Jonathan to the elevator, receiving a glare from Alexis as he walked by
her. When they were in the elevator, Jonathan said, “Alexis doesn’t seem like a fan of yours.”
“I’d take it personally,” said Julian, “but I have a feeling she has high standards.” He’d
met men like Jonathan before, men who thought it was funny that Julian bothered with his little
investigations. Comfortable living had corroded men like Jonathan.
“You’re a polite man,” said Jonathan. “You have quite the swagger to you, though.
Impressed with yourself?”
“I’ve accomplished a lot,” said Julian. He wondered if Jonathan felt threatened or if he
just enjoyed a verbal sparring. Probably the latter.
“I know the feeling.”
“I’m sure you think so, but I think our successes are in different areas, friend.”
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“I’d say so,” said Jonathan. “After all, you had to go up a lot of floors to meet me.”
Julian had to give him that one and he smiled at the remark. “I suppose I did.”
“So what is your big success?”
Technically, Julian shouldn’t tell him anything, but considering how much business
Tyrius did with the government, he figured Jonathan knew all sorts of secrets already. “I killed
five men. They were in a house in northern Virginia. I was given the investigation and told that
there was a suspected Islamic terrorist group. Turned out not to be the case. A secessionist group
of all things. They’d built five bombs. We’re talking Oklahoma bombing type bombs. They were
armed when I came in. I didn’t think they’d be there, mind you. I was given a tip that someone
lived there who might know more about this group. Ended up being much more than that. Before
I left the house, the five men were dead and I wasn’t. The operation was kept on the down low,
but in the department I became something of a celebrity and was told I could transfer wherever I
wanted. I came to the City. Seemed like a place I’d fit in.”
“How’d it feel, killing those men?”
“It didn’t feel like anything, actually. Didn’t much register until afterwards. How does it
feel crunching numbers?”
Jonathan snorted. “Funny. We keep this up and we’ll have to get a ruler.”
“Oh, don’t worry, I’m sure you’d win. You seem the type.”
The doors opened and Jonathan led him down the hall to an empty conference room.
“Wait in here. If she wants to talk then I’ll bring her. If not, then I’ll be back and tell you you’re
out of luck.”
While he waited, Julian considered his conversations with Lace and Jonathan. Lace didn’t
seem worried, but even if he was he’d find a way to mask his fear. Men like Lace didn’t enjoy
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showing weakness. Jonathan likely thought of himself the same way, but Julian doubted he could
keep a straight face under strain. Considering his showmanship attitude in the elevator, Jonathan
probably felt unthreatened, too.
Not that Julian thought they had any reason to be worried. His hunches weren’t supported
by much yet outside of the words of an unreliable woman and a man who’d blown his brains out.
He’d assigned a few of the junior agents to look into the Michelle that Bell had named, but
without a last name and only a reference to a location she’d been at a few times, well, there
wasn’t much hope there. He’d need a lucky break. If the populace knew how many cases were
solved out of luck they’d live in permanent terror.
Julian didn’t care for luck. He didn’t dislike it out of superstition; he simply wanted the
credit for solving a case. He took little solace in investigations where he couldn’t lay out exactly
what steps he took to solve it. The killings of the secessionists did nothing for him, but the fact
that he tracked them down? A victory. Any fool could kill given the instrument and the
motivation; few could make deductions.
The conference room door swung in and Jonathan returned with Danielle in tow. She
weighed less than Julian thought she would, her face gaunt, bony. Definitely tired, too. Still, she
appeared healthy enough considering her past. There was no twitchiness that characterized most
heroin addicts and her eyes were clear, alert. He didn’t expect much from her, but if she did have
a gem then she’d certainly be a more reliable source than the ones he had so far.
“Are you sure you don’t want a lawyer?” Jonathan asked her.
“I’m fine,” she said.
Jonathan nodded, stood in the doorway a moment, and then left. Danielle sat at the head
of the conference table, Julian a few seats to her right.
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“I’m Special Agent Julian Mason.”
“I heard. And I know what you’re here to talk about.”
“You do?”
“A man killed himself in front of me. Doesn’t take a genius to figure out why you’re
here.”
Julian noticed she gripped the arms of the chair. Nerves or irritation? “That’s why I’m
here, yes. Did you know he worked for this company?”
“I’ve been told.”
“You never met him before?”
“Correct.”
There was a snappiness to her voice, Julian noticed. She didn’t want to be here but not
because of impatience. “I understand this might be uncomfortable to talk about. I’m sure the last
few days have been difficult for you.”
“You end up saying that to a lot of people you interrogate?”
“This isn’t an interrogation” Julian said. “You’re not in trouble.”
“Good to know.” She leaned back and closed her eyes. “So ask your questions.”
“You’re certain you hadn’t seen Matthew Valance before?”
“As certain as I can be.”
“I watched the footage in the bank. Grisly stuff. I noticed that you weren’t scared,
though. You watched him closely. Everyone else backed away, but not you.”
“It was interesting.”
“A man killing himself is interesting to you?”
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“You’re interested in it, no?” She opened her eyes. “What do you want to know? If he
told me some secret plan? He didn’t. He didn’t tell me anything.”
“That’s not true,” said Julian. “He did say something to you. I saw him say it.”
Danielle shook her head. “I don’t- Oh. Yes, he did.” She bit her bottom lip. Julian
wondered where she was in her mind. Back in the bank? Or trying to forget it? “When he was
holding the money, he asked if I liked it.”
“If you liked the money or what he was doing to it?”
“The second one, I think. I mean, we’re talking about the words of an insane guy.”
“I think the word insane is overused,” said Julian. “We say it because we don’t
understand someone or because we don’t want to understand someone. I think he thought he was
being clear. I doubt subtlety was his intention considering he ate a gun right after he spoke,
right? I don’t think he was interested in dealing out mysteries here.” He watched her closely as
he added, “And I’m curious as to why he chose to speak to you.”
Danielle didn’t say anything, gazing at the tabletop. Julian gave her time to think. Silence
wasn’t always a curse; it was often a necessity. When there was only quiet the mind had no
choice but to reflect.
“I was the closest person to him,” she said after a bit. “Convenient.”
“The fact that you were the closest person to him probably intrigued him, though. Like I
said, you didn’t back away. Because you were interested, remember?”
She shrugged. “I wasn’t afraid of him.”
“He burnt money and then pulled out a gun and you weren’t afraid?”
“I knew he wouldn’t hurt me. I’ve seen a lot of self-destructive people and I could tell he
was one of them.”
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“Well, he seemed to have a vendetta,” said Julian.
“Against the bank? That’s hardly a surprise.”
“Why would someone have a vendetta against a bank?”
Now she looked at him, her eyes narrowed. She put her hand through her hair and shook
her head. “There’s nothing more annoying than feigned ignorance. You’re supposed to be an
investigator. I think you can put together why someone might dislike the banks. Watch the
news.”
Julian had spoken to people who’d seen trauma in the past. Some of them were calm,
their brains not yet ready to process what they’d seen. Others were a wreck, shivering, crying,
and unable to report what had happened. Anger was different. Unless the trauma happened to
someone they knew and loved, anger wasn’t usually an emotion he saw in such cases. He wanted
to push Danielle on this, but he’d run the risk of her shutting down.
“Why do you care about this anyway?” Danielle asked.
“Why do I care that someone killed themselves?”
“People kill themselves all the time and no one cares. I guess if they do it in a bank then
they get attention.”
“There is that,” said Julian. “But there’s some concern that he was sending a message. A
threat.”
“He killed himself. He can’t be a threat anymore.”
“People have killed themselves and left behind others to finish their work. It’s been a
terrorist tactic since the dawn of time.”
Danielle said nothing. Julian hoped she’d come up with a response, but she did not waver
from silence.
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“I don’t mean for this to be a confrontation,” said Julian. “I apologize if I came across
this way. I’m just here to see if I can get you to remember something that might help me out.
Sometimes people don’t realize they saw or heard something until they think on it a little bit.”
“I usually do too much thinking,” said Danielle. “It’s been a recurring problem.”
The fact that so far everyone at Tyrius came across as rude made Julian wonder about the
work environment here. Had Lace and Jonathan decided to be unhelpful before even meeting
Julian? He imagined they didn’t want the bad press that a former employee committed suicide in
the bank across from their building, a fact that hadn’t slipped out so far, and they certainly
wouldn’t want it known if he was part of something larger. Julian didn’t think Danielle would be
pressured into towing the company line, though; her abrupt attitude came from a different source,
a rage fueled one. He’d imagined she’d be more at peace, especially after he read her article on
becoming sober. Sobriety may have calmed Danielle, but it didn’t seem to put her at peace. She
reminded him of suspects he’d interrogated over the years, the ones who seethed and felt like the
world was not up to their standards. He knew better than to fall into that trap. The world obeyed
no one’s rule of law, a lesson so few learned.
“This was a tragic, and not doubt horrifying, event,” said Julian. “But it was also an
incredibly unique one. Stuff like this doesn’t happen every day. Not even every year. If he was
angry why not just shoot the bankers?” He had an answer but wanted to see if Danielle had
arrived at the same conclusion. He guessed she had.
She didn’t disappoint him.
“His message would be lost if he killed all of them. Everyone would concentrate on the
shooting.”
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“That brings us back to what his message was,” said Julian. He held up his hand. “Now, I
know you’re going to just tell me you don’t know. Yet I have a hard time believing you don’t
have a theory. No one sees something like that and doesn’t come up with a reason of some sort.”
“He was angry,” said Danielle. “He seemed to have some control over his anger, he
didn’t hurt anyone in the bank, but he was definitely furious. I think he just wanted to get
something out, like there was something within himself that had to explode. That he had to
purge. Have you ever felt that way?”
Julian shook his head in the negative.
Danielle shrugged. “Then maybe you wouldn’t understand. That’s probably why you’re
wasting our time.”
“No, you don’t-” He caught himself before his reply became sharp. He didn’t care for her
telling him what did and did not understand, but it’d be for the best to remain on friendly terms.
“Why don’t you explain what you mean?”
“I don’t know how,” she snapped. “I’m not a therapist. What do you want me to say?
People get angry and they snap and-”
“I didn’t mean for you to give me a lecture,” interrupted Julian. “I just meant for you to
tell me, from your point of view, why you think he’s so angry in this specific way you’ve been
trying to describe. If you can’t describe it that’s fine.”
“Well, I can’t. Is there anything else?”
“I think that should wrap us up,” said Julian. He took out his wallet and produced a card
from it. He slid the card down the table to Danielle. “Give me a call if anything else comes to
mind.”
She slid the card back down to him. “It won’t.”
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#

“A man from the FBI wants to talk to you.”
Danielle had chilled when she heard Jonathan say that. The weekend’s events still felt
like a hazy dream, an experience she could put aside and convince herself never really occurred.
The presence of an FBI agent changed that. Through no choice of her own she now had a
connection with extremists, at best. Thankfully, Julian Mason hadn’t asked her about Penelope or
the suburbs or overthrowing Tyrius Incorporated. He was on the trail of something, though. He
knew the suicide wasn’t just a random act and he knew there was an ideology at work.
When Danielle arrived back in her office, still trying to figure out just how much of a
target stuck to her back, she found Jonathan Grammel talking to Holly. Jonathan smiled at her as
she came in and said, “I hope everything went well.”
“Yeah, no problem,” she said. She remembered the image of the decimated corpse
Penelope had shown her. If Penelope told the truth, then the man who stood before her had no
problem with such a sight. That, or he was as effective at putting aside segments of life as she
was.
“That’s good, that’s good.” He put his hand on her shoulder, squeezing. “You let me
know if he comes by again. I’m sure he won’t, though. Some people just don’t have enough to
do so they stick their nose anywhere they can.”
His hand was heavy and Danielle’s legs wanted to buckle beneath the weight, her body
turning to jelly. He might as well have placed a thirty-pound dumbbell on her. “Yeah, I guess so.
I’ll get back to work now.” She shifted her shoulder back, trying to get his hand off without
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making it obvious she wanted him nowhere near her. There’d been a time when she didn’t mind
others touching her, when she lay with others, their hands exploring, their skin electric with
every touch thanks to the effects of whatever pills they’d popped or drugs they’d injected. Her
skin against someone else made her feel connect to something more back then, a higher plane of
life, one where she could be where people care about her. Now, she hated the touch of others, the
violation it signified, the belief that they could cross into her space without request.
“That sound good. It’ll get your mind off this nonsense.” He smiled, wide and toothy.

#

Julian liked the feeling of holding a cell phone instead of talking into a Bluetooth in his
car, but he knew from experience being pulled over by a cop and having to take out his badge to
get out of a ticket resulted in significant embarrassment. Still, he despised the awkwardness of
speaking into thin air so frowned when he saw a call coming in from the FBI, wishing whoever
called waited until he arrived back at the office. He answered the call with, “This is Julian
Mason.”
“Julian!” A man’s voice filled the car. “It’s David. I’ve got good news for you.”
Agent David Folger did not report to Julian, but he did sit a few rungs below him despite
having a couple of years on Julian. If this bothered David, he never showed it, more than content
to deliver on Julian’s request. He reminded Julian of a loyal dog, ready to serve at a moment’s
notice; no, David wouldn’t be a star agent, but the bureau wouldn’t work without men like him,
men to give a helping hand to those who climbed towards the top.
“Is it about Michelle?” Julian asked.
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“It is.”
He smiled. “Thank God. Give it to me.”
“Her full name is Michelle Antonia Garza. She lives on West 30th Street, building 503,
apartment 42. Believe it or not, she owned an independent bookstore, called Clara’s Books for
some reason, but sold it a year ago. As far as I can tell, the buyer had no previous connection
with her.”
“Nice work,” said Julian. He made a mental note to tell Weathers how helpful David had
been; it wouldn’t be bad to throw the guy a bone. “How’d you find her?”
“Not easily. There are a lot of Michelles in the City. I used the information you got from
Bell, that they met at a specific coffee shop. There are a lot of women named Michelle who live
near there and there’s no certainty that our Michelle would. If anything, she’d want to pick a
location far from where she lives. The description Bell gave allowed me to narrow down based
on age, but, hey, we’re still talking about hundreds of options. I didn’t feel ready to stroll into the
coffee shop screaming about the Patriot Act and demand camera footage, if they even had any,
so I just started throwing things at the wall and tried to see what stuck. Nothing. But then I
looked over the transcript of your interview with Bell and noticed she said Michelle once drove
her so I decided to search for rental cars that matched the description. Guess what came up on
one?”
“You know there’s no way I can actually guess that, right?”
“Michelle Lace. I think she’s taunting him.”
“Shit. That’s a good catch, David.”
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“From there I just backtracked and found a point where she had to submit a driver’s
license photo and ran it into the database. Came up with a remarkably similar looking woman
who, I imagine, you’re on your way to see right now.”
“Have to get clearance from Weathers first.” Julian paused before adding, “Well, I at
least need to tell her I’m doing it, even if I don’t quite ask.”
Julian thanked David again and rung up Weathers. While he waited for her answer, he
mapped out the path to Michelle apartment. Wouldn’t take him long to get there.
“Weathers.”
“It’s Julian. You won’t believe it, but David found Michelle for us. Got her home address
and everything. I’m going to see her now.”
“You sure that’s a good idea?”
“I knew you’d ask that,” said Julian, turning down a side street. “I do. I feel it’s always
better to go after someone sooner than later. If they think they’re being watched they might try
and clam up, but more often than not they’ll panic and make mistakes. Then they get caught.
They’ve already made mistakes, exposed themselves. They’re not as smart as they think.”
“Well, you do what you feel is best,” said Weathers. “Just don’t get ahead of yourself.
You’re already talking as if you’re certain there’s something here.”
“Yeah, I guess.” Sometimes Julian debated if Weathers trusted in his decisions or just
gave him enough rope to hang himself. “I spoke to Danielle Fitzpatrick.”
“How’d that go?”
“She’s a bizarre woman. Angry. Secretive. I think she sympathizes with the gun eater.”
“You’re really enjoying coming up with those nicknames, aren’t you?”
“Helps me not go crazy.”
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“I’ve been finding more and more that sanity is a fleeting construct,” said Weathers. “Do
you think there’s anything more with her?”
“Nah, I doubt it. Just an unpleasant person.”
“Hope you didn’t verbalize that.”
“I restrained myself. Anyway, I have to go. I’m almost at her apartment. Hopefully she’ll
be home; if not, I’ll wait around.”
“Can’t wait to hear the results.”
“Can’t wait to tell them to you.”

#

Michelle didn’t care for night clubs. She didn’t care for drinking or dancing and the idea
of socializing ceased to be appealing by the time she reached the eleventh grade. She felt an extra
level of dislike when it came to clubs, however. The darkness, the music that played like a rapid
heartbeat, the chatter that never became distinct words, the clinking of ice in glasses, and the
general sense of malaise disgusted her. How did people live like this? How did they actually
enjoy it?
The Silence Nightclub ranked as less painful than many others. The club itself was a front
and therefore it was an unusual day when it was crowded. The owner didn’t bother to advertise
or plan events because he didn’t care about anything other than the appearance of customers and
even that he paid little attention to. Zachary provided an excellent example of a man spoiled by
success, the type of person Michelle wanted to watch fall from their tower. Working with him
was a necessity now, but if she lived to see him tumble she wouldn’t complain.
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The bouncer at the door recognized her and gave her a grave nod. He wasn’t muscular, or
even heavy, but his height served as a deterrent, too tall for comfort, probably hitting seven foot.
“He’s in the back room,” he said to Michelle, his voice almost comically deep.
“Thanks,” she muttered.
Most of the patrons inside the club were older, but Michelle spotted a young couple
sitting on a couch, their hands intertwined. She wondered how long they’d last. At a table in the
corner, a group of older gentlemen laughed while downing cheap beers (the club offered no other
type). A couple of people sat at the bar, nursing their drinks, and made intermittent conversation
with the bartender.
The lights were dim, but not so dim that Michelle had to watch her step. She made her
way towards a door at the back of the club where a large, pale man waited, his hands clasped in
front of him.
“I hear he’s ready for me,” said Michelle.
“Step right in,” said the pale man. He moved aside and opened the door for Michelle. She
walked down a short hall and entered the last door on the right. Inside, Zachary sat on his couch,
watching the television, his laptop next to him. Michelle had only met with him twice before and
both times he wrote nothing down, claiming his memory did all the work for him. Michelle
appreciated the lack of a paper trail.
“Michelle, take a seat.” Zachary gestured towards a velvet chair in the corner of the room
that faced the couch.
“I’ll stand,” said Michelle. She glanced at the television and saw a news report. She
couldn’t hear it because of the low volume but the chyron in the screen read: Mayor Worried
About Rise in Drug Use Among Homeless.
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“Your choice,” said Zachary. His voice sounded smooth, almost flirty. His hair, dyed a
mix of green and purple, was flipped back and he was as pale as the bouncer outside (they
might’ve been related; Michelle didn’t care enough to ask). His eyes were dark, almost
completely black, just a hint of white at the edges. “So what can I do for you?”
“I have a new order.”
“Glad to hear it. How are the handguns working out?”
“We lost one,” said Michelle. She had a scene in her mind of Matthew lifting his gun and
smiling as he pulled the trigger. How much did he feel before he died? Did death grab him
immediately or did he linger?
“Ah, so you want to replace it?” He lifted his legs and stretched out on the couch, like a
cat.
“And more. Five more handguns and four AK-47s.”
Zachary raised his eyebrows, no doubt an affectation. “That’s a tall order. What am I
getting myself into here?”
“A significant amount of money,” said Michelle.
Zachary scratched at his face, a piece of skin falling from it. “Yes, that’s true. But if you
go and shoot up a school and it somehow gets back to me, well, you can see how that would be
bad for business. And for my freedom, come to think of it.”
“I’m sure you have an escape plan should things turn south.”
“Several, in fact. But I’m happy where I am. Happy enough that I’d have to ask for quite
the sale. Handguns are easy enough to obtain, and you can buy one here in the city, albeit not as
easily as most would like. I’ll give you them for seven hundred. The AKs? No, I don’t think so.
No deal. Pick another type of gun.”
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“No. It has to be the AK.”
“Why?” He twisted his lips in what he probably thought looked like a smile.
“I’m not interested in killing people. I am interested in scaring them. The AK-47 has a
certain element to it that inspires fear. There’s a history of them. Holding some random sub
machine gun just wouldn’t have the same effect.”
“You’re probably right. But no deal.”
“Let’s not play games. How much?”
He laughed. “Okay, forty thousand for the four of them.”
Michelle had no idea if she was getting shafted but assumed so. It wasn’t her money,
though, and Penelope didn’t care about finances, assuring everyone that money wasn’t a
problem. “Deal.”
“I feel bad for you,” said Zachary. “But not enough to lower the price. Tell you what, I’ll
throw in one of the handguns for free.” He winked and clicked his tongue. “I’ll need it all in
cash, of course.”
“The only problem I have with that is how heavy it’ll be to carry.”
Zachary laughed. “Was that a hint of wit? How out of character. Has anyone ever told
you that you’re a very serious woman?”
“A number of people, actually. Usually men.”
“We’re very forthcoming.”
“That’s not the word that comes to mind.”
“I’m not surprised.” He stood up and stretched his arms, reaching for the ceiling. “Care
for a drink to celebrate our new arrangement?”
“I’m afraid not. I have to get going.”
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“I’d ask what you have cooking, but I’m thinking the less I know the better.”
“Not a bad idea.” Michelle left his office and reentered the main room. A few more
people had meandered in, but the sound remained low. The young couple no longer occupied the
couch. Not a surprise. Young couples always had to be on the move lest they realize they’re
together out of desperation.
Michelle drove back home, doubling back a couple of times in case she was being
followed, but she did not spot any cars that stuck around. A year back she had no use for a car
and now look at her, driving all over. Life often felt like it went nowhere, but then she’d look
around and wonder how it’d gone so fast and how she ended up where she was.
She arrived at her apartment complex and parked in the garage beneath it. She glanced at
the car clock: 9:15. Maybe she’d read tonight, try and decompress.
She took the stairs up, never comfortable with elevators since they lacked an escape route
in an uncomfortable situation. When she arrived on her floor she spotted a well-dressed man
standing outside her door. As she came closer she noticed his youth and the cockiness in his face.
“Can I help you?” she asked.
The man smiled and Michelle thought most people would find his look charming. “You
can, yes. My name is Julian Mason. I’m with the FBI. I would love to have a word with you.”
Well, then. She’d known the possibility lurked that someone would notice, that someone
would come by and ask questions, especially after Bell and Penelope’s damned confidence.
She’d practiced answers to all sorts of questions over the past year. But seeing someone outside
her apartment made it real, her mind going into damage control mode. She wasn’t scared; she
didn’t have time for that, only for competence. “Oh, my God,” she said, putting her hand through
her hair. “An FBI agent? Is everything okay? Is my family okay?”
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Julian put up his hands, looking taken aback by the question. “Oh, absolutely. This visit
isn’t anything like that. Just a couple of questions.”
She clapped her hands together. “Oh, thank God. You had me so scared! It’s not like a
visit from the FBI is a usual thing.” She reached into her pocket and took out her keys. She
dropped them on the ground as she went to unlock her door. “I’m such a klutz sometimes.” She
picked them up and opened the door. “Come on in. Let’s talk, okay?”

Chapter Five: The Decisions

Michelle hoped Julian hadn’t visited anyone else. If he had to talk to someone, she
preferred it to be her. She could take the pressure, maybe even the fall; that wouldn’t be a
problem. The others? She didn’t know how well they’d hold up. They said they could, but words
were easy, they floated out without effort. Could someone like Bruce handle the arrival of the
FBI? Maybe. A lot of strength resided in him despite how he came across, what with his
permanently pleasant demeanor. There were too many others, though. Clara, Jacob, Ahmed. She
didn’t know them as well, not like Penelope did, and her faith in Penelope’s decision-making
continued to waver more and more each day.
She considered all this as she guided Julian into her cramped kitchen. She sat at the table
and he sat across from her, grimacing slightly since there was little room between the table and
the fridge.
“Sorry about coming so late,” he said. “I came earlier but no one was home and I wanted
to talk as soon as I could.”
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Michelle knew there had to be a way to get him to tell her if he’d spoken to anyone else
without him realizing she was fishing. “That’s no problem. I’ll be as helpful as I can. What’s
wrong?”
“Nothing is wrong, as such. Just a couple of questions about the Silence Nightclub.”
Her first inclination was to say she’d never heard of it, but if he’d seen her there or had
footage of her outside then that would open up an avenue of attack for him. “Yeah, I know the
place. I’ve been there a few times. Some of the guys buy me free drinks.” She laughed. “It’s not
a hopping place, but it’s nice enough. Like this apartment, I guess.”
Julian nodded. “I’m just looking into a few people that have been gathering there. Have
you ever spoken to someone named Bell?”
Bell. Of course. How else could this have happened? Michelle took a little pleasure in
being right about Penelope trying to bring her into the fold. “I believe I talked to someone like
that, yes. Nice girl. Young. Think she was into a bad scene, though. We all make mistakes when
we’re young, though.”
“Do we?” He crossed his arms and leaned across the table. “Did she ever talk about
where she worked?”
“Not that I can recall. Why? Did something happen to her?”
“No, she’s alive and well. I’m sure she’ll stay that way for some time.”
“I would hope.”
“You should. But she came and saw me. She told me some stuff about a company named
Tyrius Incorporated. You’re familiar with them, I trust.”
She held back a smirk. “Of course. You can’t live in the City and not be!”
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“She told me that there were some people at the club that were talking about how terrible
the company was and how something needed to be done about it. They sounded serious enough.
Nothing I’d act on, but there was another development that piqued my interest. I’m starting to
think there may well be something to Bell’s story.”
“I hate to gossip, but I do think Bell was into the heavy stuff.” Michelle mimed sniffing
cocaine. “Y’know what I mean?”
“I do, yes. Not the best witness, perhaps. But there are other factors at play now.”
“Like what?”
“I’m not going to tell you that. Have to keep it on the DL.”
“Top secret, huh? Sounds exciting.”
He snorted. “Maybe. Time will tell. Sounds like you haven’t heard anything, though. I
don’t want to keep you any longer. I know it’s late.” He stood up and slipped out of the kitchen.
Michelle followed him to the front door.
“If there’s anything else I can do, just let me know,” said Michelle. She opened the door
and held out her hand. “Sorry I couldn’t be of more help.”
“No worries,” said Julian he walked out and Michelle began to close the door; Julian
caught it just before it closed. “Just one more thing. You ever heard of a woman named
Penelope?”
Michelle’s stomach knotted and she felt bile in her throat. “No, I haven’t. At least, not
recently. I’m sure I met someone named Penelope at one point.”
“Ah, that’s a pity. Been thinking a lot about this Penelope I’m looking for.”
“Have you asked others at the club?”
“No,” said Julian. He paused a moment before adding, “Just you, Michelle.”
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“I feel special.”
“Well, I guess there’s nothing else,” said Julian. “Have a lovely night.”

#

Twilight already. Danielle remembered it coming at 8 o’clock not long ago, but now, just
a few minutes after five, the sun hid below the horizon. She put her finger against her office
window, trailing the path in the sky the sun must’ve taken.
“Going to be snow out there before long,” said Holly.
Danielle turned to see her peer turning off her computer and picking up her purse.
“Calling it a day?”
Holly nodded. “Definitely. You should, too. You don’t look the greatest.”
She didn’t feel the greatest, either. “Yeah, my stomach has been acting up. Probably just
something I ate.”
“You gotta take care of yourself.” Holly smiled at her. “Your health is important.”
“Can I ask you a question?”
The smile from Holly’s face faded. “Yeah.”
“Do you ever think about this company? What it stands for?” She couldn’t think of
another way to ask it without saying if Holly minded working for a company that perfected the
art of killing.
“It puts food on my table,” said Holly.
Danielle recalled saying a similar line to Penelope. “But at the end of the day, do you
ever just think-”
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“Of course I fucking do,” snapped Holly.
Danielle chilled, her throat constricting as the air turned uncomfortable in the room; she
hadn’t felt like this since she’d been nineteen, fighting with her parents. “I wasn’t trying to hurt
you.”
“I’m sorry,” said Holly, looking away, her face reddening. “That was stupid of me. I can
tell you’re going through some stuff and if you’re bothered by-”
“No, I’m sorry,” said Danielle. “I shouldn’t have asked. Didn’t mean to ruin your
evening. Don’t worry about it.”
Holly nodded and left, but the tension lingered in the room.

#

Danielle sat on the toilet, her right foot rapidly tapping the floor. Her eating had been
erratic since she’d seen the suicide and it’d taken a toll on her digestion. The visit with Penelope
and the arrival of Julian didn’t help matters, but of all the recent events the suicide played in her
mind the most. The deep voice as the man announced his intentions, the gun held so steadily in
his hands, his determination to end his life, the blood, the crack of the gun- all of it crept at the
edge of her mind during the day, sometimes leaping forward without warning.
She cleaned herself up, washed her hands, and looked in the mirror to see a sweaty
woman with frazzled hair looking back at her. People told her once she became clean she’d be
better, that she’d have purpose, drive, ambition, and happiness.
All lies.
Her reflection said to her, “You’re not getting better.”
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“I know,” she said. “Believe me, I know.”
“Have you considered giving up?”
“What do you call this?”
The reflection remained silent.
Danielle left the bathroom and lingered near her door, wondering what distraction, if any,
could be pursued. Nothing came to mind, the silent apartment giving her no solace from this fact.
Not even the prospect of a run offered any relief. She didn’t have the strength and she didn’t
have faith in her stomach to hold up. The option of a walk rose in her mind, but she doubted she
contained the strength for even that.
She took an icepack from the fridge and stretched out on the couch, putting the icepack
on her head. The cold almost burned her. How did she used to do those late nights? The drugs
helped, granted, but a sense of optimism still burned in her back then, the feeling life’s treasures
lay just around the corner. When did that feeling fade away? Did it happen at once or did it
gradually slip out of her grasp, and she never noticed until there was nothing left but space.
Her cell phone buzzed.
An unknown number.
She picked it up and said, “Hello?”
“It’s time to decide,” said a man’s voice. “There’s a car at the end of your block. It’s
parked, but still running. I’m in it. If you want to talk with Penelope again, come down. You
have ten minutes. If you don’t come by then you will never hear from us again.” He hung up.
She threw the icepack on the floor. Of all the times for them to call it had to be now. The
best option for her would be to do nothing and let this pass by, act like the other night consisted
of nothing more than a weird fever dream, the result of stress, of sickness, of life. That option
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would result in her staying here, though, here on the couch, sick, looking at the ceiling,
remembering the man as he put the gun up to his head. It meant more of the malaise.
There’d been a number of bad calls in her life. The ones everyone made were there, of
course, the bad lover, the bad job, the bad friend, but there were the ones specific to her, too. The
heroin, yes, but also the choice to go with alienation over connections. The loneliness wasn’t the
problem, not really, but the boredom killed.
She recalled the words from her reflection: “You’re not getting better.”
She grabbed her coat from the closet and went downstairs. The wind wrapped the coat
closely around her. Her hair flew in front of her eyes and she pushed it away, looking for the car.
It idled at the end of the street, just as the voice on the phone promised.
Inside the car, waited a man with a close cropped beard and a bald head. Danielle had
expected to see Bruce, not someone new. “Where do I sit?” she asked.
“Take a seat in the front,” he said.
“What’s your name?”
“Jacob.”
He pulled out of his spot and sped down the block, the light from the streetlamps turning
into rays of light.
“I don’t have to drink anything?” Danielle asked.
Jacob shook his head. “We’re not going anywhere special. Just the park.”
He drove quick, sliding in and out of traffic with ease, taking side streets whenever
possible.
“You know your way around,” said Danielle.
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“I used to own a taxi service, but I started out on my own,” he said. “A few years of
driving the wealthy around would make anyone join Penelope.” He kept his face emotionless and
his voice flat. He reminded Danielle of her father, not uncaring but stoic. She only once saw her
father break, when she was walking into the rehab clinic, and heard her softly say to her mother,
“God, my baby girl.” Both him and her mother died three weeks later, just days before she was
to be released.
The colors from ads scanned her face as they drove through the center of the City,
billboards and videos decorating the sides of architecture. She closed her eyes, feeling tired more
than anything else. She started to drift off, recalling being in the car with her father when she was
a kid, going to a birthday party. It’d been the first one she could go unsupervised to.
“Take a look outside,” said Jacob.
Danielle pulled herself out of the pit of exhaustion and opened her eyes. The sight of
Tyrius’ headquarters greeted her. She was so used to arriving on foot from the subway that it
took her a moment to process what she saw; looked at briefly, the ground floor appeared much
the same as many other buildings. The Tyrius logo, a circle with a talon’s claw descending from
the top, gave the only indication of the company that resided inside. Excessive branding no doubt
sounded silly to Lace; all knew what company resided in the skyscraper.
“I’ve seen that place too much already,” said Danielle.
“Glad to hear it.”
Sleep overcame Danielle once more and she returned to the dream of her father. She sat
in the passenger seat, in the front, a rare privilege. He must’ve been in a good mood that day.
“I don’t like you going to this party,” he said.
“I know,” Danielle said.
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“These people, I don’t know about them.”
“Jennifer is allowed to go out.”
“I don’t like that, either. But she’s older.”
Her father turned a block, driving past the houses, all with people outside, lighting up
barbeques, playing ball, reading, talking, basking in the summer sun.
“It’s a completely different place from what you’re used to,” said her father. “Do you like
it here? A place like this?”
“I don’t know. It’s not like our house or our block. There are lots of people here.”
“I know you don’t like that.” His voice became a little gentler. “Surprised me that you
wanted to go to the party, actually. That’s not like you.”
“Just had to find the right one,” said Danielle. She straightened her dress.
“I know what you mean. Well, you’re lucky if you do. It’s a good thing to find.”
“Is that what it’s like being with mom?”
“Of course.” A forced lie; they both knew it, but he had to say it and she had to accept it.
“It’s just, sometimes you see a thing and it changes you. What you are. Or, at least, the
perception of what you are. Then you wonder if you knew anything at all.”
“What did you see?” she asked.
Her father pulled in front of a house, one like all the others. “I don’t know. I can’t explain
it. It just happened one day. You don’t have the words, but you know it happened. Maybe it’ll
happen to you, too, when you get older. It’s a shift, a new world to live in.”
Danielle opened the car door, feeling the summer heat. Her father did not take off his
seatbelt. “Are you coming to say hello to anyone?”
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He shook his head. “I know you want to go in alone.” He winked, uncharacteristic. “Go
on.”
She stepped out of the car, going up the driveway, heading towards the backyard. Her
father pulled away, going who knew where. When she stepped into the backyard, she saw three
people. She knew all of them well, but her ten-year-old self couldn’t recall their names.
The taxi came to an abrupt halt and Danielle woke up. She looked out and noticed Jacob
had brought her to the front of Blaswell Park. A few people walked by the entrance, but none
went in. Stories about dangers in the park after nightfall were abundant.
“Penelope is waiting for you just inside,” said Jacob.
“You coming, too?”
“No. I’ll be back in half an hour to pick you up.”
Danielle stepped out of the car and looked up and down the block. A kid going by on his
skateboard, iPod blasting loud enough that she could hear the bass. The park itself looked less
inviting than it did when her parents brought her to it as a kid. The trees shed dead leaves, the
fence looked to be made of rust more than metal, and the grass needed cutting, but the feeling of
an oasis in an urban maze still persisted; no wonder the downtrodden now gathered there.
As promised, Penelope waited for Danielle just inside the park. She stood still, her hands
in her pockets, looking up at the cloudy sky. “Hope it doesn’t rain,” said Penelope.
“I don’t mind a little rain,” said Danielle. “Saves you from having to shower.”
“How are you, honey?” Penelope reached out and grabbed Danielle’s shoulder in
greeting, an action landing somewhere between a handshake and a hug.
“Surprised we’re meeting here, to be honest. I expected another drugged trip into the
suburbs.”
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“No more drugs, I promise. I hated it doing that to you considering your past, but it was
the best option available to us.” Penelope started down the path, deeper into the park. “Come
with me.”
Lamps dotted the path, but most remained dark, the bulbs dead; the local government had
given up on renovating the park long ago. On every bench they passed, a homeless man or
woman curled up, a blanket pulled tightly around them, their belongings underneath. None of
them stirred, probably used to people passing them by.
“How familiar are you with the elephant?” asked Penelope.
“Not really. I’m not an animal person.”
“You should be. They can teach us a lot. For instance, the elephant is a pack animal. If
one of them falls ill, the other elephants stay with it, making sure that the sick one has enough
food and water. They’ll go out and hunt on the sick elephant’s behalf no matter how mortal the
elephant’s injuries look. The pack values each and every one of its members. Now, think about
how man claims to be the superior animal.”
Trees grew in number the further they walked, sounds and voices coming from the manmade woods. On occasion a person would walk past, looking away. Danielle recognized the need
to remain anonymous when sober and searching for oblivion.
The foliage made a sudden stop to reveal a stone plateau with a fountain at the center of
it. The fountain had no water and some moss peppered its sides, but its careful construction made
it stand out. In its center, a chiseled man held a child above his head. The child’s mouth hung
open and Danielle presumed that, in prime condition, water flowed out of there, causing the
calming sound of a brook. Five lamps surrounded the fountain, only two of which worked.
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Penelope sat down at the edge of the fountain. Danielle joined her and looked at the
brown water in the basin. There were shit, condoms, cigarette butts, and more.
“This was built in 1892 by a man named Matthew Woods,” said Penelope. “Lore has it
that he traveled from city to city, exploring each and leaving a memento in all of them. This one
is ours.” She knocked on the side of it, a dull thud sounding. “This park has gone to waste, but
there’s still something worth saving in it, I guess.”
“This is what you wanted to show me?” asked Danielle. She could’ve done with someone
just telling her about it instead of dragging her out into the chilly night.
“Partially.” Penelope went to the other side of the fountain and reached to the ground.
She picked up a small marble notebook. “I also have this. A friend of mine left a little gift for
me.” She threw it at Danielle and Danielle caught it at the last second, with just her fingertips.
“Should I look?” asked Danielle.
“Absolutely. I want everyone in the City seeing this before long.”
Danielle paged through the notebook. It listed dollar amounts, along with a list of
expectations below each one. The quality of the handwriting suggested the writer had rushed
through the work.
“That was written by a friend of mine in the mayor’s campaign. The mayor has been
losing ground and over the past few days has put out a call to his friends in the City for help.
Monetary help. These are the donations that were made in return and what’s expected for them.”
Some of the numbers were small, just in the hundreds, but some grew large, hitting
hundreds of thousands of dollars, amounts Danielle couldn’t imagine spending in a few years, let
alone in a matter of weeks. A few of the expectations appeared simple, asking to be given first
dibs on construction projects, but some unsettled Danielle, such as asking the police avoid
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certain areas of the City. Other requests asked for certain crimes, such as prostitution, to be
cracked down upon in various districts, but to make sure one district, the upper west side,
remained untouched.
“It’s small potatoes, really,” said Penelope. “The big companies, like Tyirus, make some
contributions, but they play with the big boys on the national level. Places like Tyrius push for
the more hawkish candidates, knowing that business booms when cannons do. They give money
in public and also under the table, using all sorts of smoke and mirror tactics. They don’t even
need to list expectations at this point; they’re understood. That’s what allows them to get away
with it; they don’t make their expectations clear so there’s no need for any sort of paper trail yet
the people they donate to understand what is expected. A hell of a system.”
Danielle closed the notebook and handed it back to Penelope.
“People are more optimistic, in a twisted way, than you’d think,” said Penelope. “They
suspect things like this happen, but so long as they can keep ignorant they will continue to do so.
‘It can’t really be all that bad,’ they think. My goal is to throw it all in their face at once, to force
them to wake up and see this world for what it really is, for what their ignorance allows it to be.
Look around this park, Danielle. There are apartment buildings within a quarter of a mile yet I
bet none of the people in them will acknowledge the homeless, the drug addicted, the beaten, the
malnourished, those that have been left behind, that are right under their noses. Chosen
ignorance is the worst sin humanity has. I want to rip from them the ability to have it.”
Danielle didn’t know what Penelope wanted her to say, if anything. Did she expect a
verbal declaration of her loyalty? Did she want Danielle to nod along, as if Penelope was a
preacher and Danielle the choir? Then the question of what Penelope meant by ripping from the
people, a phrase vague enough to allow her to justify almost any action.
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And what action would Penelope take if she knew about Julian Mason’s visit? Maybe she
already knew. Would Danielle’s silence about it make her look guilty? Bumping up against these
questions was the thought about how she’d managed to integrate herself into this situation.
You chose, she thought. You chose long ago and you didn’t realize it.
A light rain began to come down, washing Danielle’s skin and marinating her clothes.
“Before we talk anymore, there’s something you should know,” said Danielle. “A man from the
FBI came to see me this morning.”
Penelope smiled. “Ah. Julian Mason, correct?”
“Yeah, that’s the guy.”
“He does get around. He came to see Michelle tonight. I spoke with her just before you
arrived. She wasn’t happy, as you can imagine. Michelle is a smart woman, but her detail
oriented attitude can get in the way. She’s trying to view what we’re doing as if it’s some sort of
heist. But that’s not what we’re doing at all.”
Danielle decided to take a chance and asked, “What are you doing?”
“Making a statement. Whether the FBI or the police are up our ass doesn’t matter to me
one bit. If anything, it’s a blessing. We have a time table but before today the time table could’ve
been changed. Now that we know there’s at least one person looking in our direction, we have no
choice but to move as quickly as possible. To me, that’s not a problem. It forces our hand and, if
there’s anything I’ve learned, people need to be pushed before acting. This Julian is doing the
pushing for me so more power to him.”
The rain came down a little harder and Danielle couldn’t see far in front of her, the trees
just a hazy background, as if the world ended once the plateau did. “He didn’t ask me anything
about you. Just about the man who died and what he said to me before his suicide.”
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“Good,” said Penelope. “Means you still have time to flee if you want.”
“I’m still not sure what I’d be running from.”
“You’d be running from people who have a definite vision,” said Penelope. “We’re here
to change the way things are. We’ll succeed, but even if we don’t, you’ll be able to go down
saying you took the biggest swing in life you possibly could.”
“I’m in my thirties and you’re asking me to do something that could end up with me
wasting the rest of my life in unemployment or jail or worse.”
“Take a look around at the people you know and tell me that by the time most people hit
thirty they aren’t already wasting their lives.” Her tone became harsh, biting and her hands
turned into fists. “People have been wasting their lives since we evolved. We come up with these
little sayings about how our lives have meaning, but they’re all lies and you know they’re lies.
Everyone does, on some level. I’m giving you the chance to actually have meaning. Ask yourself
if you’ll ever get another chance like this. And be honest.”
Danielle preferred not to ask herself anything about the purpose of life, knowing full well
how her mind could spiral into dangerous thought processes. “So you think your life has
meaning?”
Penelope rested her hand on Danielle’s shoulder again. “You’re challenging me? I like it.
I think it does. I’ve been places and seen things that no one else has. I have a journey that I’ve
been taking for a long time and along the way I’ve met many people and changed lives. Does
that mean my life hasn’t been wasted? I hope so. But what comes next will make certain it’s not.
It’s what I was brought into this world for.”
“No regrets about missing out on other things?”
“Like what?”
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“Friends. Lovers.”
“I have friends. And I was married once, long ago.”
“Didn’t fulfill you?”
“Not enough.”
Nodding, Danielle said, “I know what you mean.” She rubbed her eyes, getting some of
the rainwater out of them.
“What are your goals, Danielle? Not short term, either. Long term. Marriage? Kids? Job
promotions? What?”
An ugly question, one that made her remember rehab, when blind optimism for the future
filled countless therapy sessions- on the therapist’s half, at least. “I don’t have any. I’m not a kids
person. I don’t think someone would want to live with me and I don’t know that I’d want to live
with someone else. My job pays me, but it doesn’t have much more meaning than that. Is
fulfillment a goal?”
“It’s a vague word,” said Penelope. “A place holder.”
“Then I guess I don’t really have any.” The heroin masked thoughts of the future and she
scratched at her arm, thinking about its warm touch as it entered her bloodstream. In some ways,
those were the good old days.
“I don’t say this to be judgmental, but that’s a very sad statement. We live in a world that
needs fixing. Make that your goal.”
“That sounds like a vague placeholder goal, too.”
Penelope’s hair stuck to her face thanks to the rain. She pulled it off her, pushing it back
behind her ears. “It doesn’t have to be. I can give you that. I’m not able to offer you drugs and
I’m not able to offer you money. I can give you propulsion, a reason to go forward. You’ll
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finally have an impulse to get out of bed, to go out into the world, to seize something, to wrestle
life and make it work the way you want it to. Let me tell you something. I was raised by single
mother. She loved me. But she didn’t know how to care for me.” She snorted. “She joined a cult
when I was a child. I went with her, of course, only seven. Even at seven, though, I could see that
these were people who saw through my mother, who saw they could manipulate her, turn her
into a sheep, abuse her. I was seven yet I saw it all, I did. People turn to all sorts of avenues to try
and find the fulfillment I’m offering you.”
“What makes this different than the cult your mother was part of?” Danielle asked.
Penelope leaned in. “Because this cause isn’t just about you and me. It’s not just our little
group. This is about the world. This is about how to free people from tyranny, from the need to
turn down dark corners in the hope of escaping. People join religions, cults, organizations,
fucking sororities all to feel like they’re somehow connected despite living in a ruined world.
The mistake they make that I’m not making is that I know there’s no group that can provide
relief if it doesn’t try to change the world. And we can start that process, right here in the City.
Wouldn’t you like to be part of that?”
“Maybe,” said Danielle. She noticed her voice sounded like a child’s.
“Hey, I’ll take what I can get. Let’s bring you back to Jacob. You’ll hear from us again
soon and then the real work can begin and you’ll know you made the right choice.”
Better a wrong choice than stasis, Danielle thought, but she left it unsaid.

#
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Two men waited in Julian’s office. One tall, with a scar across his right cheek; the other
of medium height and looked like he’d been manning a desk for his entire career. Neither
appeared happy.
Julian wanted to know if anyone let them into his office or if they’d barged in. Judging
from their demeanor, he guessed they’d decided to barge in. He didn’t care for the intrusion, but
he knew arguing it would be fruitless. Gentle condescension would be a better play. He leaned
against the wall across from them and smiled. Neither of the men returned a smile.
“What can I do for you gentlemen?” asked Julian.
“A report came across our desk,” said the tall man.
“We didn’t like something in it,” said the paper pusher.
They didn’t hit him as internal affairs. Julian didn’t think he’d done anything warranting
an investigation, but the decision-making of the internal affairs department was a mystery even
he couldn’t solve. “I’d love to clear up whatever the problem is.”
The tall man tugged on his tie. “The Silence Nightclub. You’re not to get involved with
it. We’ve had our eye on it for some time.”
“Quite some time,” said the paper pusher.
“Yes, quite some time,” continued the tall man.
What a novelty act, thought Julian. “I see.”
“We’re deep in an investigation on drug money, money coming in from other countries,”
said the tall man.
For the first time, it occurred to Julian that the two men might not be from the FBI. CIA?
Possibly, what with the talk of other countries. But they wouldn’t be so snotty. The CIA liked to
deal in innuendo. Probably Homeland Security. “I’m not interested in stepping on any toes,” said
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Julian. “There’s nothing I love more than cooperation. Although, I’d love to know how you
knew about my interest in the nightclub. If you wouldn’t mind sharing, of course.”
The paper pusher laughed. “When a report, any report, is filed and the Silence Nightclub
is mentioned, we get a notice.”
“And who’s we?” asked Julian.
The two men looked at each other, as if mentally communicating. “We’re with Homeland
Security,” said the tall man.
Knew it, Julian thought. The department was still new, all things considered, and the
arrogance masked the inferiority complex. So cute. “I’m all for interdepartmental diplomacy,” he
said. “But the Silence Nightclub may be important to my investigation. I can’t just give up on it.”
“We know,” said the tall man. “You’re still not to come by it. This comes from high up.
Higher than you and higher than your office here. We have the information on Michelle Garza. If
we see her there, we’ll let you know and take down what she does. You, however, are not to
come. Our operation is years in the making and goes far.”
“Middle East far,” said the paper pusher.
Julian held up his hands. “Well far be it from me to mess up anything like that. I
appreciate you keeping an eye out for Ms. Garza. I’m glad we can help each other here. Let me
give you my card and-”
“We have your information, Mr. Mason,” said the tall man. “We’ll be in touch should the
occasion arise.”
The two agents left the room, closing the door behind them.
“Cunts,” Julian muttered.
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Chapter Six: The Killers

A week passed without complication. Danielle went to work, kept her head down,
exchanged pleasantries with Holly, and went home. She waited for the phone to ring, to hear the
voice on the other end tell her the time had come. Time for what? She didn’t know. It didn’t
matter.
To her surprise, the anticipation came as a gift. It kept her alert and her mind focused.
Her stomach remained solid and she didn’t find herself reliving past experiences. After a week,
though, she started to doubt whether she would hear anything from Penelope. Penelope had
talked about how time was of the essence and that did not match the ensuing silence. Maybe
Penelope decided she didn’t trust Danielle, that Danielle’s background made her too risky to take
on. Or maybe Penelope had scuttled the whole idea. Or maybe she’d been found out. Maybe the
police were just about to break down Danielle’s door, readying a battering ram at the very
moment.
Eight days after her last meeting with Penelope, Danielle woke up in the middle of the
night. Her throat felt like sandpaper had been rubbed against it. She cleared it with a hack, which
only reduced the pain a little. She went to the kitchen and poured herself a glass of ice water. The
water massaged her throat and she let out a sigh of relief. Her sleeping had been more consistent
lately and she didn’t want a scratchy throat ruining it.
As she made her way back to bed, she saw someone in her living room, staring out the
window. The figure turned and even in the dark Danielle knew who it was: herself.
“There’s a bug in your mouth,” said the Danielle by the window.
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Danielle reached into her mouth, exploring the crevices of it, feeling the softness of her
gums. “No, there’s not.”
“Must be in mine,” said the Danielle by the window. She removed a fly from her tongue.
Danielle could see the silhouette of the fly thanks to the moonlight. It wiggled on the
finger of her twin. “Should probably kill it,” said her twin and she squashed it between her
fingers.
“I need to go back to sleep,” said Danielle.
“Not a bad idea,” said her doppelganger.
“It’s been good lately. It’s been getting better every day.”
“Isn’t that a song? Mama Cass?”
“I don’t think she liked that nickname.”
The cell phone rang from the other room.
“Did you know that was going to happen?” Danielle asked.
“Did you?”
Danielle went back to her bedroom and picked up her phone. “Hello?”
“It’s Penelope. Sorry to call so late, but we need to talk. I’ve been busy or I’d have gotten
to it sooner. Bruce is waiting at the end of the block for you. You have ten minutes or he takes
off. Hope you don’t have to take a shit.”
Danielle put her phone down and stuck her finger in her mouth. Nothing. She started
getting dressed.

#
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“Do you think she’ll come?” Michelle asked.
Penelope stood over the pool. “I do.”
They both wore coats; the cold had moved in quick over the past few days, as if it wanted
to make up for how long it’d been away. Michelle liked the brisk air because it kept people on
edge. People who were on edge were people who were more aware and she’d need the others to
be aware. With Julian Mason looking into them, they had no choice but to make November 15th
work, a fact that pleased Penelope a little too much for Michelle’s taste.
Penelope had grown more confident since she’d walked into Michelle’s life two years
before and the two had begun talking about their mutual disappointments with the world. Then
again, perhaps Penelope just hid her confidence back then, ever the manipulator, trying to win
Michelle over. Perhaps Penelope sensed Michelle needed a partner and misery and put on a
show.
Still. This confident Penelope, new or not, did not bode well. If she misjudged what it’d
take to win the people of the City over then what they’d been building would come crashing
down within seconds. A point came when confidence became a vice and not a virtue.
“It’s so empty out here,” said Penelope. “Like we’re in a vacuum. Even if people lived
here, it would still be quiet. No distractions. So different from the City.”
“I have no idea how people live in silence,” said Michelle. “I wouldn’t do well in a place
like this.”
“I’ve lived in all sorts of places,” said Penelope, “but I don’t think I’ve ever lived in an
honest to God suburb. Came close once, in England. I briefly considered settling down with a
man there. The thought fled quickly.”
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Michelle joined Penelope at her side. She looked down into the water. It rippled thank to
the breeze, but remained clean all the way to the bottom; not even a leaf floated on the surface. “I
suppose we’re lucky this place was abandoned,” said Michelle.
“The goodwill of the universe is shifting in our direction,” said Penelope. “That’s what I
like to think, at least.”
“I wouldn’t fall too in love with that idea,” said Michelle. “Life is nothing if not
something that can crumble at a moment’s notice.”
“Is it really that bad?” asked Penelope.
“Is what that bad?”
“Life. You always look like your neighbor just ran over your cat.”
Michelle snorted. “Please.”
“I’m serious. Is it always terrible for you? I haven’t seen you happy in a long time.”
“I don’t think happiness comes with what we do.”
“Maybe.” Penelope shook her head. “I just don’t want to lose focus on all of us. It’s easy
to fall into something and forget everything else. I do it more and more. But sometimes a person
can get so used to misery that it’s a comfort, in a way. The whole thing becomes some sort of
toxic relationship.”
Michelle’s phone buzzed and she glanced at her new text message. “The guns are ready.”
“You should get them. I don’t want them sitting in that man’s hands for long.”
“You don’t want me here when you talk to Danielle?”
“I think I can manage on my own.”
Michelle hoped so, but she wondered if Penelope could get an accurate read on Danielle
or if her certainty in their success would blind her to the girl’s considerable drawbacks. If
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Penelope hadn’t learned from the Bell incident then there was nothing Michelle could do that
would dissuade her; she’d just have to hope the whole thing hung together for a few more weeks.
“But think about what I said,” said Penelope.
“Sure.”

#

“So you have chauffeur duty this time?”
Bruce smiled at the question. “We sent Jacob last time in case you tried anything or
brought someone else. He could probably handle a fight better than I could.”
No kidding. Bruce had lost a good ten pounds since the last time Danielle saw him. His
eyes were deeper and had heavy bags beneath them. His skin looked dried up, like an old man’s.
“How are you feeling?” she asked.
“That’s a question sick people get tired of hearing,” said Bruce. “But I’m okay, thanks.”
Bruce brought them onto the freeway and Danielle realized that before visiting Penelope
the first time, it’d been years since she’d been out of the City proper. Her only contact out of the
City was her sister and she’d come to the City to visit Danielle the previous two years. Danielle
hadn’t gone on any vacations, content to spend her off time at home, reading or looking out the
window or tossing and turning in her bed. That might’ve been a mistake, she reflected. Her static
life led to conversations with doppelgangers in mirrors and, now, in person, too. Whether she
hallucinated them or if her mind gave her glimpses of another realm, she couldn’t say. Either
way, she’d spent far too much time alone.
“You look out of it,” said Bruce. “Did we wake you up from REM sleep?”
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The image of the fly being squashed came to Danielle. “Yeah, in a way.” The smooth
ride on the freeway soothed her. No other cars rushed down the roads at this hour; it reminded of
how it felt when she ran, when she entered a quieter existence. “Do you ever feel like you
perceive the world differently from others?”
“That’s a loaded question,” said Bruce. He shrugged. “I mean, sometimes, yeah. When I
was on the chemo I guess I did. You can feel the chemistry inside your body shifting and that has
to affect the way the world is or, at least, the way you perceive it. I don’t say this in a judgmental
way, but I assume you know what I’m talking about.”
“I do, a little. Most of my less sober days are a fog now.”
“Might be for the best.”
“After your experiences, do you ever feel like you see things that others don’t? Like the
universe is showing you a part of itself it usually keeps hidden?”
“I think the universe doesn’t keep anything hidden. I think we just choose what we’re
willing to see.”
They exited the highway and entered the suburbs, dead as ever. Danielle half expected to
see ghosts inside the empty houses, looking back at her, tapping the windows, telling her they
were trapped in there and she would soon be, too.
“I was considering buying a house out here before it all went south,” said Bruce. “Now I
can’t imagine it, though. Seeing it like this just reminds me how hollow everything is. These
houses are like coffins. Our apartments are, too, I guess, but the noise of the City keeps us from
noticing.”
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Nothing about the houses stood out, as if they were all clones of some original house.
Without owners, each lacked personality. “Can I ask you a direct and probably inappropriate
question?”
“I’m looking forward to it.”
“Are you dying?”
“Yes, I am.”
Even in his weak state, it was tough to imagine him dead. He spoke well and drove with
determination. The idea that he teetered at the end of life just didn’t sit right. “You seem okay,”
she said.
“It’ll happen fast,” he said. He snapped his fingers. “Like that. I’ll just deteriorate and it
won’t take long from then on. I can feel it inside me, building. You get used to it. The idea of the
pain is scary, but being dead? It’s like a long sleep after a busy few years. I don’t think there’s
anything after death, not some sort of afterlife, at least. People are scared of that, but I’m not. I’m
comfortable with going on, knowing I did my best in this world. People are too egotistical to
accept death. They think they have more to do, that they can’t possibly be done. I guess I don’t
have that ego in me. Maybe I did once. Maybe the chemo killed that instead of the cancer.”
Danielle knew anything she said to him, condolences or otherwise, would be weak. “I’m
glad you’ve come to terms with it,” she said. “I think that’s the best we all can hope for in the
end.”
Bruce pulled into the driveway of a house, one just like all the others. “We’re going to go
on foot from here,” he said. “It’s two blocks over. Michelle hates the idea of cars being near the
house we use and she’s probably right.”
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Considering his condition, Bruce walked fast. Danielle walked beside him, looking up
and down the empty blocks. She thought of the people from the park and how happy they’d be to
live in a place like this. Would their presence scare away the ghosts she suspected lingered in the
houses? From time to time, Danielle thought she caught movement in the windows, but she
never saw anything concrete.
“Do you work?” she asked Bruce.
“I do,” he said. “I have an office in the building across from the Seagrad Tower, actually.
I used to work for a big company but that ended. Now I just do some part time work, but the
office is more for other means.”
“Like what?”
“Don’t worry about it,” he said.
Bruce brought her up a path beside one of the houses. He unhooked the gate that led into
the backyard and said, “We’re here.”
In the back, Penelope stood near the pool. She smiled at Danielle. “Glad you’re truly
onboard.”
“I’m here, at least,” said Danielle.
“Do you know what November 15th is?”
“No.”
Penelope looked back out at the pool. “It’s judgment day. Let’s get ready to bring it
about.”

#
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The chime of his phone brought Julian out of a fitful sleep. The investigation into
Penelope, one that Weathers was becoming increasingly tepid on, was stalling. A phone call in
the middle of the night could only be excellent news or disaster. No room for anything in
between because the night lacked nuance, everything black or white.
He snatched his cell of his nightstand and didn’t recognize the number on display.
“Hello?”
“Yeah, hi. This is Julian Mason, right?” The voice sounded southern and unrecognizable
to Julian.
“It is,” said Julian. “Who am I speaking to?”
“Agent Sam Devers. Homeland Security. I’m observing the Silence Nightclub and I
understand I’m supposed to contact you if a certain person went in it. Michelle Garza, right?
Well, she’s here.”
Julian hopped out of bed and ran to his closet, grabbing pants and a shirt. He held his
phone between his shoulder and cheek as he threw himself into his pants. “Excellent. Is she with
anyone?”
“Nope,” said Devers. “I’ll keep an eye on how long she’s in there and if she comes out
with anything. She used the back entrance. Luckily, we have a camera across the street.”
Julian attached his holster and put on a light jacket to hide it. “Call me the moment you
see anything odd. Otherwise, we’ll touch base tomorrow morning.”
“Sounds good, my friend.”
It’d take ten minutes to get to the nightclub, Julian calculated. So long as he sped.
I’ve got them, he thought.
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Michelle dropped the plastic bag of cash on the floor of Zachary’s office. “It’s in there.”
Zachary picked up the bag. “All of it?”
“Yes.”
“It seems so much smaller than I thought it’d be.” He opened it up and took out one of
the piles of hundreds, thick as a brick. Michelle wondered how much it meant to him, if he
needed it, or if it just fulfilled it to hold all the cash in his hand, to make him feel important.
“If you wanted size then you should’ve asked for it in ones,” she said.
“Don’t tempt me.” He smiled, showing far too much pink gum. “So these guns. You
ready to tell me what they’re for? Planning on storming Fort Knox?”
“There’s no gold in Fort Knox anymore,” said Michelle. “We just want to be as armed as
possible, as is expected of all citizens of this country. What the fuck do you care what we do
with them? I’ve never heard you say anything that makes me think morality is a driving force
behind your actions.”
“Oh, it’s not,” said Zachary. “I just like to know if there’s going to be a disruption.
Forewarned is forearmed and forearmed means you’re a step ahead of everyone else. It’s how the
poor get rich and the rich get richer.”
“Oh, is that how?” Michelle walked out into the hall. “Let’s see where these guns are.
Perhaps you can get one of your lackeys to help me load them.”
“That’d cost you extra,” said Zachary.
“Good thing I’ve been working out.”
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Zachary led her to a small closet that held a five-foot black case. He opened it to reveal
the guns Michelle had asked for. She picked up one of the AK-47s. It weighed less than she’d
thought, but matched her expectations of intimidation. She’d seen guns like these on the news as
a kid. Terrorists always seemed to have them in hostage situations, gripping them tightly, not
afraid to unleash the hell contained within the small magazine. An ugly gun, but potent in its
imagery. The creator of the gun lived to regret his creation, Michelle had once read. Not a
surprise, considering how powerful it felt in her hands. He’d armed the populace with more
power than anyone should hold.
“You can attach a bayonet,” said Zachary. “But that’ll cost extra if you want me to get
those.”
“That’s not necessary,” said Michelle. “This’ll be fine.”
“The AKs are type 4B. You want to scare the shit out of someone those’ll do it. You
won’t even have to fire a shot to get people doing what you want. Impressive, aren’t they?”
They were, she had to admit. They were.
“The hand guns are Glocks,” said Zachary. “Easy for the layman to use. You might have
to plug someone with two shots to kill ‘em, but it’ll get the job done. The cops usually carry
them and they tend to have pretty good results when they decide to empty a chamber.”
Michelle put the AK down and picked up one of the Glocks; it felt loaded. “Did you give
me a free magazine?”
“I did. My generosity knows no bounds.”

#
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Julian had no choice but to approach the Silence Nightclub from the front. The back
would be optimal, but with Devers’ camera there he was risking exposure, especially if Devers
stationed himself nearby. The front would have to do; he’d fit in better and, with luck, would
avoid Devers’ eye.
A tall, pasty man stood outside, blocking the entrance. Julian gave him a quick smile and
said, “Just here for a few drinks.”
The bouncer moved aside and Julian entered the nightclub. A Springsteen song played
softly. The couches and tables were mostly empty, but a few patrons, all drunk, peppered the
landscape, cactuses in a desert. He didn’t see Michelle. Perhaps she’d left, but he doubted it. She
wouldn’t risk coming by just to pop in for a drink, not after his conversation with her.
Towards the back, Julian spotted a man lingering near a door, probably a second bouncer.
He guessed Michelle would be in the back. Time to flash his badge.
“FBI,” Julian said to the man. He’d seen many startled reactions in the past, but the
bouncer’s face twisting in terror had to be at the top of the least and Julian certainly found it
amusing. The bouncer reached into his pants and removed a Taser. Julian took a few steps back
and pulled his gun. He heard a few gasps from behind him.
“Unless you’re itching to see if there’s an afterlife, you should put down the Taser,” said
Julian, proud of the line.
The bouncer did, at least at first, but he brought it back up again, foolishly believing he
could get the drop on Julian. Julian shot him in the neck. The bouncer fell back and brought his
hands to his wound, trying to block the blood. His eyes were wide and full of tears, a man trying
to ignore his impending death. The blood streamed out at first, but began to squirt, some of it
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landing on Julian’s face. He wiped it away in disgust and turned around, making sure no one else
came at him.
The bouncer from outside stormed in, gun in his hand, looking around for the source of
the commotion.
Julian aimed and fired two shots into the bouncer’s chest. The bouncer skidded back and
crumbled to the ground. Julian ran to him and shot him once more in the head. He picked up his
gun, snuggling it in his waistband. He ran back to the door and tried it. Locked. He stepped back
and gave it a very hard kick. It budged but only slightly. He took in a breath and prepared to
assault it again.

#

Michelle heard the first gunshot and knew immediately what was going on. That hipster
FBI agent had followed her and now planned to cause a scene. She knew Penelope had
underestimated him and now Michelle had to clean up her partner’s mess. Typical.
“What the fuck?” said Zachary. He moved forward, but then decided against it and
started for his office.
Another two shots sounded. Michelle put her money on the FBI agent being the victor.
She took one of the Glocks out of the case and closed it. A shooting match with the FBI agent
would be a terrible idea, but should it come to that, she wanted to be armed.
“Zachary,” she called. “Do you have another exit?”
“Just the back!” he shouted. He wavered, bracing himself against the doorframe. “Jesus.
The fuck am I supposed to do? What did you bring here? I knew you were a fucking luna-”
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Michelle raised her gun and shot him in the head. He dropped to the ground, brain and
blood hitting the floor with him, dead on impact.
He’d be a talker, Michelle knew. No way around it. He’d crack after five minutes with
Julian. If someone had to die for her cause’s victory, she could live with it being Zachary; he
defined wasted life.
She picked up the case and headed out the backdoor. She tossed the case in the backseat
of her car, got in the driver’s seat, and took off.

#

Just as Julian prepared to give the door a second kick, he heard the gunshot. He swerved
to the side, went up against the wall, held his gun at his side, and waited. No other sounds came
until he heard a car pull away. “Fuck.”
He kicked the door again and it gave. A dead body lay on the floor, its head a puddle, the
carpet beneath it sucking in the blood. The back door was open and he charged out it, knowing
Michelle would be gone. He stood in the empty lot and wanted to scream but couldn’t muster the
strength.

#

“Do you plan on going to the Halloween party this year?” Penelope asked Danielle.
Danielle sat at the deck table where she had a week and a half before, but this time the
mood stayed relaxed, without a hint of suspicion. Penelope walked around the backyard as she
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spoke and Bruce sat at the end of the table with his feet up. If anyone saw them it’d look like a
family reunion, Danielle thought. This type of meeting she found preferable to a family reunion,
though.
“I wasn’t planning on it,” said Danielle. “They hold it every year and I haven’t gone yet. I
went to a summer party or two and it wasn’t exactly a great time. Not my scene, I guess.” She
remembered parties from way back, heroin in her veins, the booming music, twisting her soul,
and the adrenaline of those around her giving her an extra high, as if she could feed off of them.
Maybe she could. She hadn’t been with a group in years. Was it the lack of that that so drained
her, left her tired, wanting to sleep, wanting to just lay on her couch, with only half-formed
thoughts for company?
Penelope nodded, as if she’d foreseen Danielle’s response. She would’ve had a hell of a
career as a therapist, Danielle thought. “We’d like you to go. We can get you some Xanax, if you
like.”
“I’ve got that covered,” said Danielle. A bottle of them waited for her in her kitchen
drawer, calling to her whenever anxiety hit a certain level. “Why do you want to put me through
all of this?”
Penelope gave a laugh and said, “Well, a few reasons. It’ll sound intimidating at first, but
wait until I’m finished and then we can talk. First, I know the party is at the Seagrad Tower this
year, on the top floor. We need to know what it’s like. It’s not open to the public at any point,
considered way too exclusive. We want you to snap some shots of it, as many as you can without
being noticed. Act like you’re taking pictures of everyone else or selfies or whatever it is you
kids do today. We’ll tell you the areas we want covered. That shouldn’t be too bad. The second
part is what might be a little more complicated. We want you to replace the battery on Jonathan
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Grammell’s phone with a new one that will allow us to see everything he does. Not an easy task,
I know.”
Danielle looked to Bruce, wondering if he planned to elaborate on how this could be
done. He said nothing. “There’s no way I can get Jonathan Grammell’s phone. That’s
impossible. Is that what you brought me on this for? Sorry to let you down, but that’s not going
to happen.”
Penelope nodded. “I understand. It’s not something we expect you to be magically able to
do and if it doesn’t happen then we’ll be happy with just the pictures. But Bruce and I have given
this some thought and we think we have a way you can do this.” She took a seat across from
Danielle and leaned in, close enough that Danielle could feel her breath. “Men like him are
egotists. We both know that. So you approach him at the party and tell him you saw an article
that just praised him to heaven and you want to show it to him. You take out your phone but say
it ran out of power. Ask if you can use his. Then as you search for it, point something out,
distract him, have him look away, and then make the switch.”
“And if he notices?”
“We have an answer to that, too,” Bruce interjected. He patted his chest. “I actually came
up with it, so I’m a little proud. Before you go to the party, take the battery out of your own
phone. If he sees you trying to fumble with it, just say your battery fell out in your hand. Tell
him you’ve had a little too much to drink. He’ll believe you, especially since he’ll have already
had a little too much to drink, too. More than a little. He has a reputation.”
The plan sounded a little more feasible than before. Still, Danielle wondered how she’d
arrived to find herself in a situation where she was expected to tamper with her boss’ phone, not
to mention the fact that she considered it. Penelope’s doing, of course. The warm eyes, the look

P a g e | 119

of hope and expectation on her face. A mother who so desperately wanted her child to please her.
Yet knowing the source of Penelope’s influence didn’t lessen it.
“I can’t act like this doesn’t sound crazy,” said Danielle.
“I won’t act like it doesn’t, either,” said Penelope. “But if you do this, you’ll be coming
through for us in a huge way. It’s low stakes, too, I promise. Fumbling around with a phone
while drunk? Practically an American pastime.”
“I’ll do the pictures,” said Danielle. She saw a small smile pass over both of their faces.
“No promises on the phone.”
Bruce held up his hands. “I think we both understand that.”
“Absolutely,” said Penelope. “We’re all just doing what we can. That said, Bruce will
need to show you how to replace the battery. He’s much more of a tech guy than I am.”
Danielle couldn’t imagine Penelope with a phone or any other sort of technology.
Penelope seemed out of phase with the world, an angry observer more than a participant.
Bruce went into the house, saying he needed to grab a couple of items for Danielle. She
watched him go, noticing he stepped slower than before. Losing energy, she thought.
“That’s how you know life isn’t fair,” said Penelope. “Best man I know and yet his body
murders him a little more each day.” She reached into her pants and pulled out a cigarette. She lit
it and sighed. The smoke twirled off the cigarette and danced across the table. “Quit years ago.
Got back into it. Quit again. Now I just have intermittent affairs with it.” Her mouth twisted into
half a smile and half a frown. “I don’t know how you do it, Danielle.”
“How I do what?”
“You know.”
“I don’t think about it.”
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Penelope rose and took a few steps towards the pool, waving for Danielle to follow her.
Danielle did so and the two arrived at the edge of the pool. The water did not ripple, the wind
quiet, the pool a chasm.
“I stood by a pool,” said Penelope. “Long time ago. I was a kid. A different world. I
looked into the pool for a very long time. What I saw woke me up.”
Danielle sensed open air before her, as if she could take a step forward and fall into a
different place, the water bringing her where she needed to be. She knelt down and brushed it
with her hand, the water not as cold as she’d expected. She looked out at the rest of the pool and
despite the dark, she knew it to be clean and calm.
“Do you see anything in the water?” Penelope asked.
“It’s too dark.”
“No, it’s not. It’s never too dark.” She knelt next to Danielle and reached into the water.
“You can feel another place, a better place, waiting for us just beneath the surface, can’t you?”
The deeper Danielle put her hand in, the thicker the water became. She gazed down at it,
but saw only black, maybe the movement of a shadow from time to time, but nothing more.
“There’s nothing,” said Danielle.
“Sometimes we don’t realize we see something until later on. Our eyes and our minds
aren’t always working at the same pace.”
Danielle had far too many days when her senses weren’t properly aligned and she wanted
to keep those in the past. “Well I’m not seeing anything now, that’s for sure.”
“Don’t worry about it,” said Penelope. “You should take a seat. You looked wiped,
honey.”
“I’ll probably have to take a sick day tomorrow. Or will that be too suspicious?”
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“I think it’ll be fine.”
They sat back down and Penelope shook her head. “I see things in the water. I know how
that sounds. They’re not visions or voices. I’m not getting messages from the other side. They’re
feelings, in a way. Have you ever had that moment where life seemed to coalesce, where peace
seemed possible, both outside and inside? You feel like the world might be just after all. Then it
fades and you realize the feeling was a lie. Life isn’t like that. The world we’ve created isn’t like
that. We made a choice to deny ourselves that feeling. And then you’d do anything to get it back,
anything at all, no matter how stupid or how crazy.” Penelope’s voice cracked a little as she
spoke. “I know how I can seem. I know how you probably see me and I certainly know how
Michelle sees me now. I’m not some maniac, though.” She gave a weak smile. “I just want to
feel the world is a fair place again. I look into the water and I see that and I’m reminded of why I
do what I do. Everything else fades away. Does that make sense to you?”
Danielle nodded.
“I’m glad.” Penelope looked past Danielle. “You can come over Bruce. I’m just
rambling.”
Bruce joined them and Danielle wondered if he’d heard Penelope say all of that before.
His face remained impassive, almost cold. He placed three batteries on the table. “These are the
batteries that go with the three most common phones,” he said. “Grammell will have one of
them, I promise. A man like him won’t go with some knockoff.” He tapped the silver battery.
“This is for an iPhone.” He tapped the black one. “An Android.” And a second black one. “A
Windows phone.” He pushed them across the table to Danielle. “Do you think you’ll be able to
tell what type of phone he has?”
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“I’m not that out of the loop,” said Danielle. “I can tell apart my iPhones and my
Androids.”
“Good, because you’ll need to do it fast. It’d be great if you could go in knowing what
type of phone he has, but that’s probably asking a bit much. So take all three batteries. Put one in
your purse, one in your pants pocket, one in your shirt pocket, whatever. Just keep them in
different places and know which one is which. There’s an insignia on each of them, but you
don’t want to be checking that in the moment. It’s better to plan ahead.”
Danielle scooped up the batteries and looked at each of them, half expecting one of them
to offer an answer to her about what the purpose of this was, of why she was so important, of
whether this was madness. “And what is this all for?”
“I will tell you,” said Penelope. “You have my word. But after the party. After you’ve
done what you can.”
“No, I want to know now,” said Danielle. “If I’m doing this shit then I deserve to know.”
“Might as well tell her some of it,” said Bruce. “She already knows the date.”
Penelope appeared to consider this, although Danielle thought her consideration might be
for show. “I suppose you’re right,” said Penelope. “November 15th is a Thursday. Every quarter
there’s a meeting among some of the largest business executives in the City with some of the
local politicians. It’s either a fundraiser or them reminding the politicians their bill is due soon.
On the surface, it’ll look like a gala, some jerk off session, but underneath it all deals are being
made, unholy alliances. We plan to interrupt this meeting.”
Unmistakable joy lit up Penelope’s eyes, the look a child had on her birthday morning,
when the promise of cake and presents hadn’t yet been spoiled by reality. Danielle didn’t know if
she should find that look comforting or terrifying. “What are you planning on doing to them?”
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“We’re not doing anything to them. We’re not killing people, I’ve told you that. We’re
going to scare them and we’re going to get media attention and with that we’ll spread our
message far and wide. The world doesn’t like to listen to people like us so we’re going to force
them to.”
“How?”
“That can wait,” said Penelope. “After the Halloween Party we can talk all about this.”
“So this is a test?”
“Not exactly. Going through with it will show us you’re onboard, but this isn’t some
academic exercise either.”
“And if I don’t do it at all?”
“Then you’ll never hear from us again. We’ll have gotten the message.”
The idea that Danielle could drop out and never hear from Penelope or Bruce or the
others alleviated some of her fear. If she had no escape then it’d be another story, but since she
could walk away whenever she pleased a sense of carelessness came to the proceedings. A part
of her wondered if that was Penelope’s intent. Was she lying? If Danielle bowed out would she
never hear from her again or would there be another knock on her door, this one followed by a
gunshot?
A possibility, yes, but she believed Penelope. Penelope was someone driven, not a
schemer, constantly trying to cover her tracks. For better or worse, Penelope wanted to be heard
and she’d leave those who weren’t interested in what she had to say behind. Danielle doubted
that, if she left, she’d be the first person to do so. Penelope reminded her of a preacher, but even
the best preachers didn’t convert everyone. They simply moved on, trying the next opportunity.
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She sees something in me, Danielle thought. She might be insane, but she does see
something in me.
“You need to excuse me for a moment,” said Bruce. He took out his phone and walked
into the house, quicker than before.
“Something wrong?” asked Danielle.
“Something is always wrong,” said Penelope. “Once you realize that life seems a whole
lot less catastrophic.” She pushed her seat back and added, “But I should go and check. He likes
to handle things himself, says I have enough to worry about, but I like to have my hands in
everything.” She went into the house, too, leaving Danielle with only the ghosts of the suburbs.
She sat in what seemed like silence, but she gradually heard a hum, one from the City,
low, but steady. She walked to the gate and looked out, above the house across the street, at the
faint light in the sky that radiated from the City. Too big a world to be hidden, even miles away.

Chapter Seven: The Aftermath

Agent Sam Devers turned out to be a portly young man with a baby face. He didn’t look
like he belonged in Homeland Security, or anywhere outside of being a salesman at a mattress
store, but Julian preferred his presence to the two men who’d been to his office the week before.
At least one of those men would be on their way now, though. Devers had been on the phone
nonstop, pacing back and forth in front of the bar, glancing between the two dead bouncers,
perhaps hoping they’d magically come back to life and things could go back to normal.
Whatever sting operation Homeland Security had going on here did not have a hope of
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continuing, Julian knew that, and he’d be hearing all about it shortly. If he’d managed to catch
Michelle this would’ve been a lot easier. He’d have something concrete and she might’ve been
able to throw something Homeland’s way, thus smoothing that angle out. The fact that the two
bouncers pulled weapons on him and Michelle killed the owner sure proved something went on
here, but that was far from enough information for someone to take action with.
He’d called Weathers and gave her an update; she promised she’d be there soon. With
luck she’d arrive before Devers’ bosses did and she could deflect their anger away from Julian.
He didn’t need to deal with that bureaucratic nonsense, not when he’d just lost his best
connection to Penelope.
The patrons of the club had fled as soon as Julian went into the back, even the bartender
decided to jump ship, so only he and Devers remained, neither of them wanting to look at the
other. Julian sat at one of the high top tables in the corner, nursing a glass of water he’d poured
for himself. He knew he’d been in a position where he could’ve been killed, but he staved off the
emotional truth, lest his mind crumble before he had to explain himself.
When Weathers entered, dressed for business and wide awake despite the fact that 3 AM
was only ten minutes away, Julian gave her a nod. She walked to him and asked, “Are you sure
you’re fine?”
“Definitely,” said Julian. “I’m just pissed that-”
Weathers interrupted him. “No more. Just listen. The case is out of your hands now. I’ll
let someone else decide if there’s anything here or not. You’ve wasted too much time on this as
is and it appears my trust in you was misplaced. On the ride over I was on a phone conference
with my boss and one of the higher ups in Homeland Security. You have no idea, none, how up
shit’s creek I am. My job is hanging from a frayed tether.”
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“I can explain what happened here,” said Julian. “This isn’t a loss, it’s not. I can get
something from this. We can all get something out of this.”
“No, we can’t.” Weathers’ tone remained the same but her voice grew quieter the angrier
she grew. “You don’t have anything. And that guy over there doesn’t have anything. And he
doesn’t have anything because of you. I, sadly, have to answer for what you do so I’m
responsible for the fact that both you and he have nothing.”
“Just tell them I didn’t run any of this by-”
Weathers slammed her hand down on the table. The glass of water shook, a few drops
bouncing onto the table. “Make it look like I have no control over my people? No. You don’t
seem to understand that what you do reflects back on me. You’re responsible for yourself and
only you. But look at it from my viewpoint for Christ’s sake. I’m responsible for you, for all the
other agents, for everyone in our building. The god damn janitor trips and I have to answer for
it.”
He couldn’t believe she gave up on him so fast. He’d come here with a record even the
oldest agents envied and she was willing to throw him out because some bigwig was in a pissy
mood. Did she hold him in so little regard? “I can take this case to someone else, y’know?”
“No one else will take it no matter how much they’re impressed by you, Julian. It’s
stained now. You overreached.”
“Yeah? Well when the next 9/11 is started by some woman named Penelope you know
who to come begging to for help.”
“I’ll come to the person who didn’t fuck the case up,” said Weathers. “Don’t come in
until I tell you to. If you’re spotted by the wrong person they just might fire you. What a shame,
huh?”
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“What a shame?” Julian repeated. He slapped the water and the glass flew off the table,
shattering on the floor. “What a shame? That’s it? That’s all you have to say to me, after what
I’ve done for you, for this bureau? I risked my life tonight and I get nothing for it, nothing.
Everything I do, I do to help the bureau, to solve cases. I give so much and it doesn’t matter,
does it? What do I have to do to be worthy of respect? I’m dedicated, driven, and putting my all
into this, into what I do, and now you’re throwing me off. I wasn’t the one who attacked first
here. I just came to take a look and then I had to defend myself. People tried to kill me and now I
get to hear about how someone was mean to you.”
“You’re embarrassing yourself,” said Weathers.
Julian tried to retort, but the arrival of a new agent caught his attention. It took him only a
moment to recognize him: the tall man from his office, the man with the scar. He walked towards
Julian and Weathers, arms spread. “I knew you were a little shit when I first met you,” said the
tall man. “Yet I put myself out there anyway, said we’d give you a call if we could help you and
what did you do? You bent me over. Well played, buddy. Well fucking played.”
Weathers stepped between them. “He’s leaving. Let’s try and rectify what we can here
and move forward.”
Julian left them to put together shambles. A burst of exhaustion hit him and he almost
doubled over as he reached his car. He leaned down and braced himself on the hood, wondering
if he’d made the wrong decision or if this would’ve turned against him no matter what. Maybe if
he’d been shot he would’ve been treated like the victor. Something to remember for next time.
He sidled into the driver’s seat and inclined his chair. No reason to leave yet and all the
reasons in the world to take a nap here. No one waited for him at home and he doubted he could
even get there in his condition.
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Is this it? he asked himself. After thinking about Penelope and Michelle for the past few
weeks, was this really it? Had he wasted the time only to be rewarded with no answers? Being an
investigator was a position which should’ve afforded him answers, not dead ends. Dead ends
were for incompetent cops who couldn’t piece together a murder scene even when the murderer
still stood over the bodies with an ax.
He didn’t give his superiors what they wanted, he concluded. They wanted something
clean and easy, not actual investigative work, not relying on hunches, the type of intuition that
actually got things done. They wanted Julian to locate some angry man, firing bullets down the
street while screaming “Death to America,” nothing more. Call in the SWAT team, take the guy
down, gam over. They wanted a drone that could rain hellfire down on suspects that Julian found
on the computer. They didn’t want long, deep investigations. They didn’t want risks. They didn’t
want someone like him. They didn’t want someone who went off the normal path even an inch.
Maybe Weathers did, for a little bit, but even she fell back in with all the others when events
became complicated and questions were raised.
The City was a box, he realized, and he was as trapped in it as anyone else. He hoped
coming to terms with that reality allowed him way to escape it. He hoped that this wasn’t it, the
car, the quiet, and the defeat. He gripped the steering wheel, his nails digging into it.

#

The sun’s arrival didn’t raise the temperature. If anything, it became colder than the night
before, cold enough that Penelope moved all discussion inside. Even the prospect of looking into
the pool as they talked didn’t persuade her.
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“I know you like your icy weather,” she said to Michelle, “but I’d rather not spend these
last days freezing.”
Michelle had spent the night driving, going fifty miles outside of the City, making sure
no one followed her. After a while she drove just to drive, thinking back on murdering Zachary.
She saw no reason to lie to herself; she’d killed Zachary in cold blood. He was a terrible person,
one who repulsed her, but she was still a killer now and she’d own that. Killers littered the pages
of history so one more didn’t matter, especially since she’d be rising to a better occasion shortly.
Besides, no one would call the FBI agent a killer. He’d probably gunned down half the
nightclub and now celebrated by doing shots with his coworkers. It only took having a badge to
make a killer into a hero.
She’d parked three miles away and walked to Penelope’s house, often hopping over
fences and going through backyards. No one tailed her as best she could tell, but why take
chances?
“You should stay out of sight from now on,” said Penelope. She stood at the front
window, looking outside. “Don’t go back to your apartment. If you need anything from there
we’ll figure out a way to get it.”
“There’s nothing there for me,” said Michelle. She sat at the circular wooden table in the
center of the kitchen.
“Good. And you’re sure no one saw you kill Zachary?”
“Yes. There are no cameras there, either.”
“You’re positive?”
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“Yes. I told you that before, don’t you remember? It was one of the first things I checked
when I went there initially. I’m not stupid. Besides, a man who is running a criminal enterprise
isn’t going to want to be recorded.”
“The egotistical always love to be recorded,” said Penelope. “They think their every
action is an inspiration. Think of Nixon and his tapes.”
Michelle didn’t care for it when Penelope went into preaching mode. Made her feel like
Penelope viewed her as one of the others, the ones who came later; Michelle and Penelope were
equals, loathe as Penelope might be to admit it. Michelle put their cause ahead of any sort of
leadership battles, but she’d grown tired of Penelope viewing this as entirely her doing, as if
she’d snapped her fingers and everything came into play, as if Michelle hadn’t put in blood and
sweat, sacrificed friendships and relationships to make this all work. “This should serve as a
reminder that everything can break apart in a moment. That asshole’s arrival almost brought this
whole thing down on us.”
“But it didn’t.”
“And here you talk about other people’s egos.”
Penelope looked right at Michelle. “Is that what you think I am? Egotistical? No. I’m
confident. Confident in our cause and confident that the universe is ready to correct the sins of
humanity.”
“In another life you would’ve made a very good religious zealot with all that talk of fate
and the universe.” Michelle crossed her arms, wondered if Penelope had the slightest capacity for
self-reflection. “Sometimes I wonder if you understand the reality of the situation. Of what
you’re asking these people to do for you, to risk for you.”
“I understand.”
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“I have to say, I’m not so sure that you do.”
“Well, that’s your issue,” Penelope snapped.
“How’s your new pet?” Michelle spat out the question, not bothering to hide her distaste.
Penelope’s need for Danielle’s validation presented yet another crack in the armor.
Penelope went back to looking out the window. “She’s onboard with the Halloween party
plan.”
“I’m glad she’s good for something. Are you considering bringing her on the 15th?”
“I’m certain of it.”
“And I’m certain you’re making a ridiculous decision.” Michelle stood up and walked to
Penelope’s side. “She’s weak. She’ll fall apart.”
“She’ll be my problem, not yours.”
“She’ll be everyone’s problem if she fucks up.”
Penelope sighed. “When did you lose your faith in me?”
“You have enough faith in yourself for the both of us.” Michelle took a couple of steps
back into the room.
“I’m guessing you’re angry because of what you’ve gone through tonight. I hope that’s
all it is.”
“Maybe. Where’s Bruce?”
“He was bringing back Danielle and taking a drive by the nightclub to see the
aftereffects.”
Michelle wanted to see Bruce and soon. Sometimes she wondered if it shouldn’t have
been her and Bruce leading this. Even with his cancer, he was sharp and pragmatic. She’d come
to realize his smile and politeness hid depths. She took out her cell phone and hovered over his
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number. Before pressing it she said, “We have the guns now and it got me thinking. Not
seriously, but just playing around with it. Do you ever wonder what it’d be like to just blow ‘em
all away? I don’t even mean just those asses in Tyrius or the other places. There are the ones that
cover for them, the ones that enable them, the ones that mindlessly go about their days, stepping
over those less fortunate without a care. Do you ever just want to rip them all down?”
“Every fucking day.” She took out a cigarette and lit it. “It’s why I’m smoking these
more and more. Killing myself instead of everyone else.”
“Ain’t that always the way.” She dialed Bruce’s number and stepped out the back door.
He picked up after the third ring.
“You doing okay after last night?” he asked.
“Oh, I’m just peachy.” The cold air felt like a blanket against her skin. Penelope had her
right when she said she liked the ice. No one expected that of her considering she’d lived in
Miami for the first twenty years of her life, but if she never felt the temperature over sixty
degrees again? Still too soon. “I heard you’re dropping off the princess.”
“She’s not that bad. She reminds me a little of you. Cynical, but in her own way.”
“You think she’ll hold up?”
“Tough to tell. You never really know who’ll rise and fall when the moment comes. If I
had to bet, I’d go with her sticking with the team. I think she likes feeling needed. Doesn’t hit me
as someone who has much going on.”
“Yeah, no kidding.” Michelle glanced back inside and saw Penelope hadn’t moved. “I
want to talk with you soon. Thinking about having a backup plan for the 15th. Suffice to say,
this’ll stay just between you and me.”
“Late game planning.”
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“I’m not sure Penelope is looking at all of this right. I don’t want to throw her plan out,
but I want to have at least something else in mind should it all go wrong.”
“Makes sense. You worried about her?”
“Are you?”
A pause. “I don’t know. She certainly believes in all of this. Sometimes, though, it’s like
she’s…”
“In a different world?”
“Yeah. Or wants to be.”
“Our fucking captain, Bruce. God help us.”

#

Danielle did not feel the urge to vomit, but she found herself coughing more often. Blood
sometimes came with the hacking and she ended up rushing to the restroom at work more often
than not once a fit started. She assumed the blood came from the previous few years of ritual
vomiting. A miracle it hadn’t started earlier, she thought.
On the Tuesday before the Halloween party, Danielle swirled water inside her mouth,
tasting a hint of blood. She spit it into the restroom sink and gave a gasp. She glanced around,
making sure no one had entered, and allowed herself a final cough, one that resulted in a thick
ball of blood.
A doctor’s visit was probably called for, but she didn’t feel like explaining to someone
that she’d been self-inducing vomit. She’d get the usual questions about bulimia, her weight, and
all that shit. They never believed her when she told them she was trying to get a sickness out, one
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that was nestled so deep inside her even the heroin could only momentarily mask it. It’d receded
recently, but now there was the blood to remind her. Never a moment of peace.
She looked in the mirror as she smoothed out her hair. She’d been losing weight again,
maybe it’d started before the suicide in the bank, but since then she’d definitely shed another six
or seven pounds.
“You were right about me not getting better,” she said to her reflection. “You’re always
fucking right.”
Danielle returned to her office to find Holly giving a smile that reeked of sadness. “I’m
fine,” Danielle said as she returned to work.
“Okay, okay,” Holly said, looking back at her computer.
Danielle scrolled through her emails. She’d picked up her pace at work lately, unsure
what drove her, especially considering who she currently allied herself with. In times of crisis,
she had a history of stepping up, even when young. She could recall watching half of her house
in flames while she stood across the street, her mother sobbing and her father staring into the
sky. The firemen managed to douse the flames but not before three quarters of their home,
including her bedroom, collapsed, more ashes than wreckage. Through it all, she never cried or
screamed. She wasn’t in denial, not at all, but she knew making a scene wouldn’t help. Better to
be present and ready to pounce than in a ball, crying and wishing it would all go away.
Moments of fear came, sure, but they always came after the havoc. That knowledge was
why, more and more, she felt confident she’d be able to do everything Penelope and Bruce asked
of her. If she quit now it’d be thanks to a better opportunity and she didn’t see one; Penelope’s
cause gave her some motivation and she could hardly push down the facts she’d learned about
the company, at least not for long; everything seemed to quickly come back up nowadays.
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“Are you going to the Halloween party?” she asked Holly.
Holly swiveled in her chair. “Are you asking because you’re going?”
“I am.”
“That’s great.” She clapped her hands together. “Social interaction will do you good,
Dani.”
“We’ll see.”
“You’re aware it’s a costume party, right?”
“What? No. You’re shitting me.”
“Didn’t you read the invitation?”
“Of course not.” A costume party? It was like being back in grade school. It was also a
new development and she considered whether it would make what she had to do easier or not. A
costume could make her more anonymous, although she’d have to find one that could hold the
batteries.
“Well prepare to don one because everyone else will be in one and you don’t want to be
the only one without.” She turned her computer screen towards Danielle. “See? This is my
costume.” It was a getup of Harley Quinn from the Batman comics, a woman jester in love with
the Joker.
“You’ll look nice,” said Danielle. “I’ll have to figure something out.” A cough grew
inside her, and she pushed it down.
“You sure you’re okay?”
Danielle gave her a thumbs up.

#
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Running had become impossible. With the cough and the colder weather, even a light jog
left her hacking at the side of the road, spitting out blood and waving away questions from
bystanders. Instead, Danielle started doing crunches in her apartment; not as relieving as the
running, but it tired her out enough that she could sleep well. The crunches produced some
coughing, she kept a cup by her side to spit in, but they served as a better option than the jogs.
On the day before the Halloween party, her stomach tight and in pain from four hundred
crunches, Danielle stood in her shower, letting the water drench her, its heat a relief, a cocoon
around her. She closed her eyes and imagined she stood in a spring, alone, where the sky was
blue and no one could see her. Her pains, both in her stomach and throat, faded.
In her vision, someone else joined her. She hadn’t chosen to switch her fantasy; it simply
occurred. The new person looked just like her and said, “You’re not as alone as you think you
are.”
“Is that supposed to be inspiring?” Danielle asked her.
“Not necessarily.”
Steam came up and the woman vanished, leaving Danielle alone in the spring. She
opened her eyes and looked around the shower. She pulled back the curtain and glanced in the
bathroom. Nothing. Still, her skin prickled and a wave of nausea hit her. She grabbed her towel
and wiped the water off, the cloth rubbing hard against her skin. Throwing her bathrobe on and
avoiding looking in the mirror, she opened the door and walked into her living room.
A woman sat in a chair across from the couch. A jolt of surprise hit Danielle and she felt
her heart jump as her blood sped up. With the passing of a moment, she realized she knew the
woman: Michelle.
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“What are you doing here?” Danielle asked. She tightened her robe, feeling too exposed
in front of the intruder.
“I want to talk to you about what’s going on,” said Michelle. She crossed her legs and
smiled. “We’ve become entangled, for better or worse.”
Danielle looked back at her door, expecting to see the lock bruised and battered. It looked
as intact as ever. “How do you keep getting in here?”
“I’m part of a group that is planning on making the entire economic system go through an
overhaul and you think it’s difficult for me to get through a locked door? You need a better lock,
Danielle. Maybe a dog, too.” She reached down and picked up a glass of ice water off the floor.
“Hope you don’t mind that I helped myself to this. Didn’t want to interrupt your shower.”
“If you’re trying to make me feel more comfortable this isn’t the way to go about it,” said
Danielle. “I don’t like people in my home. I don’t even invite people here. Ever.”
Michelle held up her glass as if giving a toast. “I’m impressed at how clean you keep it
despite that then. The emptiness makes sense.” She took a sip. “Wish you had alcohol, but I
understand why you don’t. Take a seat. Or don’t. It’s your place. I’m not here to bother you; I
just want to help put each other’s minds at ease.”
Danielle moved towards the sofa, holding her bathrobe tight so it didn’t slip. She needed
to buy a smaller one. She’d never felt thinner and less powerful in her life. “I have a feeling this
is going to be more about putting your mind at ease.” She sat down on the sofa, but stayed near
the edge. “So what’s your worry?”
“I want to know how onboard you are. Penelope is all in with you and even Bruce thinks
you’re a boon to our group. I’m a little more skeptical.” She smiled again but there wasn’t an
ounce of warmth in it. “I guess you could say I’m the bad cop. So- how do you feel about this?”
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Danielle wanted to know why Michelle thought she deserved to be convinced, but didn’t
think it’d be the best way to start this conversation. “Sometimes I ask myself the same question.
But I’m on board. I’ve been drugged, twice, brought out to the middle of nowhere, interrogated
by a guy from the FBI, and watched a man kill himself in front of me. I think I’ve been through
enough to earn some trust.”
“I thought you might feel that way,” said Michelle. “But that’s nothing a little therapy
session or two won’t fix.”
“I’ve been in therapy.”
“No longer?”
“I thought I’d gotten better.”
“And now?”
“I’m reconsidering.” To Danielle, this very set up felt a fair bit like therapy, the level of
annoyance at being questioned included. “Is there some sort of hazing ritual you want me to go
through? A pledge?”
“Not quite,” said Michelle. “But everyone else has a reason to hate the way things are.
Bruce does. Has he told you about his past?”
“I know he’s sick.”
“His mother had cancer, too. About fifteen years ago. Insurance companies bled them dry
and she still got little help. He worked in the tech industry, that’s why he’s one of our tech guys,
but he lost his job because he had to keep taking off to take care of her. She wasn’t granted a
nurse or any sort of long term care. You can imagine how that experience might sour someone.
But when-”
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“What’s your story?” Danielle said. She crossed her arms and added, “You come in here
and just think you can demand whatever you want out of me? Why should I trust you?”
“Fair enough.” Michelle took another sip of her drink. “It’s nothing special, nothing
others haven’t gone through. I was born poor and only became poorer. I lived in Miami. It has a
much more elegant reputation than it should, I can tell you that. It’s a fair bit better than other
parts of Florida, sure, but you can still walk a block or two and go from incomes at half a million
to incomes around twenty thousand. My family did their best, I guess, although they had their
problems. I stayed in school and was rewarded with a piss poor education and couldn’t cut it in
college due to my working hours. I knew Miami couldn’t offer me the life I wanted to live so I
made a plan to move and I came here.” She pointed out the window. “And, as you can tell, it
turned out to be not all that different from the shithole I came from. Different weather, same
atmosphere.”
“So that’s what brought you to align with Penelope?”
“Well, there’s no accounting for the anger that comes out of poverty,” said Michelle. Her
voice soured. “The loathing that’s towards others and yourself is deep. I’m not unaware of how
that plays into my life decisions, believe me. There’s no one more paranoid than the comfortable
person who comes from poverty; they’re so scared they want to pull up the ladder behind them,
fearing that someone else might ascend it and manage to steal their riches. Poverty gets inside
your body, inside your mind, even if you only experience it briefly, and it infects you forever.
Have you ever been poor?”
“No.”
“Then you can’t truly know what it’s like to count out how much money you can spend
on food for the week. How it is to wonder just how far twenty dollars can carry you because
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twenty dollars is all you have, because twenty dollars is what people decided you were worth.
That and nothing more.”
Her words left little doubt when it came to anger, an anger that no doubt caused her high
level of standards when it came to joining her and Penelope. Whether anyone could live up to
Michelle’s standards was something Danielle doubted. “So what do you want to know about me?
Do you want to see my tax returns or something? See how much I’ve been making?”
“I guess I want to know why some little white girl from the suburbs decided she wants to
take on the big bad system. And don’t give me any bullshit about drug legalization or something.
I read your article. Nice, but self-pitying.”
Danielle did her best to ignore the last comment. “Penelope had a point when she said
those I work for would let me die if I was still on the needle. I saw the pictures, too”
Michelle laughed and nodded. “Oh, yes. The pictures. During the Vietnam War there
were tons of pictures and videos that came back yet not everyone was persuaded by them. So are
you just the sensitive type? Or is it because they hit home?”
“Does it matter?”
“I’m curious.”
“Well, if you didn’t grow up poor would you be with Penelope or would you be jerking
around some poor employee at a Fortune 500 company right now instead of me?”
“Touché.” Michelle stood up and put her hand against the window, outlining the Tyrius
skyscraper. “How does it feel to see this place from your apartment? I wouldn’t be able to stand
it, myself. Just a constant reminder of the daily grind.”
“It’s becoming more and more unpleasant. I’ve considered moving, but I’m starting to
think my time is limited.”
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“Curious that you’re okay with that. It’s one thing to be bothered by the state of our
world, but it’s another thing to take action. Few do that and yet here you are.”
Danielle went to Michelle’s side, an action that caused Michelle to take a step back.
Danielle counted that as a victory. “It’s because I believe in Penelope. I believe she believes in a
better world and I believe she has faith in me. That’s not something you see in life often. Or ever.
How often is it that you meet someone with real vision? Because in my experience, it’s not too
often.”
“That’s a sad statement,” said Michelle.
Danielle noticed she had an inch or so on Michelle. Another victory. “It’s true, though.
It’s hard to find a genuine person. Always is. The first time you realize it is a blow, too. I
remember it, the moment I figured it all out, the moment I became aware that there’s not a whole
lot of passion or caring inside of people. It was this Friday in high school, after a football
practice, and I was with my best friend, Kaitlyn. We’d come to watch the guys practice, it was a
good team in terms of looks if nothing else, and afterwards we stayed on the bleachers for no real
reason. I guess we were just too tired from the week and all the insipid bullshit that comes from
being a teenager. I’d learned the day before that my parents were going to get divorced. They’d
both been having affairs and all their lies to each other came crumbling down, each of them
trying to explain why the other was the worse liar. My sister was adamant they’d get back
together. I knew the truth.
“So I told Kaitlyn.
“‘My parents’ marriage is over,’ I said to her.
“She said, ‘That’s terrible.’
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“She put her hand on my shoulder and it felt so good. A connection. Someone cared. I
looked up at her eyes and I saw there was nothing in them. No compassion, no soulfulness,
nothing. She didn’t care. She just did what she thought the appropriate response was. My
problems didn’t mean anything to her. She was interested in the image of me, the one that
laughed at her jokes and badmouthed people she disliked, the one that could be seen with her in
the halls. But she wasn’t interested in me as a person. I’ve come to realize that almost no one is.
Every interaction with another person is a lie. Family and friendship mean nothing. They’re
words used to cover the holes and we all agree to keep acting like we’re on solid ground. Not
until I spoke to Penelope did I see someone who I thought was speaking the truth. So, yes, I’m
willing to help someone who has an actual stake in this world.”
Michelle didn’t reply right away and Danielle didn’t mind. She couldn’t recall the last
time she’d talked so much, probably in therapy, and she’d never told anyone the story about
Kaitlyn, mostly because she hadn’t thought about it since it’d happened. But it was clear now,
clearer than she wanted it to be.
“Excuse me for a second,” said Danielle. She rushed to the bathroom and coughed into
the sink, watering it with blood. She wiped the remnants off her lips and returned to the living
room.
“Are you okay?” Michelle asked.
“Fine. Just been having a little throat issue.”
“There’s blood on your robe.”
And so there was, a few dots on the right shoulder. They probably wouldn’t come out in
the wash. She scratched at them, trying to rip off the fabric in that spot but to no avail.
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“You might have an ulcer or a torn esophagus,” said Michelle. “You should get that
checked out.”
Danielle lifted her arms and then let them fall to her sides. “Doesn’t matter much
anymore, does it? Or are you still doubting I’m onboard?”
“No, not at all. You just never know how things turn out. Go to the doctor.”
“I’m not a fan of doctors.”
“I’m not surprised. Take care of yourself as you see fit, I guess.”
“Are you ready to go through with all this?” Danielle asked. She knew the question
would annoy Michelle, Michelle didn’t seem like a person who liked being question, but
curiosity got the better of her. “You pointed out how angry your past has made you. Do you
think you can actually go through with your plan or will you break out into a rage?”
“You don’t need to worry about that,” said Michelle. “I’ve been a master of self-control
for years.”
“It’s hard to keep it together when there’s boiling going on inside you. Every action has
to be preplanned so you don’t fall off the path.”
“Thanks for the advice.” Michelle headed towards the door. “I’ll see you around.”
“Wait,” said Danielle. She spoke so harsh she thought another coughing fit might arrive.
“Don’t you ever come into my house again, understand?”
“I do,” said Michelle. “I apologize for interrupting your night.” She left as quietly as
she’d arrived.

Chapter Eight: The Halloween Party
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Julian waited outside Weathers’ office with his eyes closed. He’d done a lot of thinking
over the past week and had allowed himself to come to terms with the idea that he’d likely be
disciplined, perhaps even fired. He could find another position, he was a smart guy with a great
background, and even if this scandal with the nightclub ended up being bigger than he’d thought
he could still land on his feet. The worst would be the blow to his ego. The idea that someone
would crush him sounded like a joke not long ago. Accepting it as a reality would take time.
Granted, if he had to be fired by a boss he preferred it to be Weathers than one of the
incompetents he’d had to answer to in the past. She at least had some level of intellect behind her
eyes. He could respect her, if not the decision; nothing could make him respect the decision.
“Come in now,” Weathers called.
Julian stepped into her office. She was behind her desk, didn’t bother to rise. He couldn’t
read her face. He sat down in the chair in front of her and said, “If you’re firing me, don’t beat
around the bush.”
Weathers snorted. “I love how you act as if you’re in any position to tell me what to do.
Then again, that’s probably been your problem all along.”
“Perhaps it was,” he said. “I’m sure you can understand that I’d rather not be pacing back
in forth in front of the guillotine, though.”
“You’re not fired,” she said. “You are suspended, though. Six months, two of which will
be without pay.”
A suspension had a much nicer ring to it than firing. Given enough time, Julian could find
an element of rebellion to being suspended. “Glad to hear it.” He heard the joy in his own voice.
“I have a lot more I can offer.”
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“You won’t be offering it to me,” said Weathers. “You’re being reassigned. You’ll find
out where it is by the end of the year so you can figure out if you want to take the assignment or
resign.”
Forced reassignment, especially when the locale was chosen by someone else, was never
a good prospect, but he didn’t mind the idea of moving on. If he stayed, he’d have to face the
fact that everyone in the office knew he’d been suspended and that he’d fallen out of favor. It’d
taint him for years to come, possibly for as long as he stayed. It might be worth embracing the
change even if it meant he could land in Alaska. Resigning would be out of the question, of
course. That would mean authority won and such a situation would never be acceptable to him. If
he hated his new assignment he’d either hold out in the hopes of another transfer or, if that
became unlikely, resign after a respectable amount of years so he could put distance from this
catastrophe and his resignation.
“My leaving might be the best for all involved,” said Julian. “I don’t think it’d work well
with me here.”
“Oh, I agree,” said Weathers. “I’m still cleaning up after your shit show, Julian. You have
no idea how far this’ll put me back. It’s been hard for me to get respect. You’ve just taken away
years of work. Despite it all, I still said you should be allowed to keep your job. I do think, under
the right supervision, you have more to offer the bureau. But it was agreed by all that
reassignment was best.”
“And what about the investigation into Penelope?”
“That’s none of your concern now.”
“Oh, c’mon,” said Julian. “You have no idea what I could’ve delivered on this. There’s
something here whether you want to admit it or not. When I walk out those doors you’d be a fool
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to stop looking into it. I saw the body in the bank. I looked into Michelle’s eyes. I know there’s
something here and don’t let whatever you might think of me blind you.”
“I think very poorly of you,” said Weathers.
The line stung and the fact that it stung bothered Julian even more. “I’m sorry to hear it.”
“I liked you quite a bit. Even with the ego. There was something refreshing to the fact
that you were upfront with what you thought would work and what wouldn’t. I gave you a lot of
room to maneuver because of that. We see where it’s gotten me.”
“You’re looking at the short term.”
“It’s the only thing I can look at.” She sighed and shook her head. “You don’t understand
the politics of all of this. That’s been your problem all along. You act like you’re above it all, but
no one who works for the bureau is about it all. They want short term results, results they can use
to justify higher budgets, results they can brag about whenever someone asks what they’ve done
lately. Easy targets get immediate results. Going off on half-baked hunches isn’t what they
want.”
“You know I’m right,” he said. “I can tell.” He took less pleasure in the statement than he
thought he would. A sour taste entered his mouth.
“You might be. For one, Michelle Garza hasn’t returned to her apartment even once.”
“She’ll panic and get sloppy. This Penelope will, too.”
“They might be more put together than you thought.”
“I doubt it.”
“It’s someone else’s problem now. You can imagine how much interest there is in this up
the flag pole with Homeland Security still yelling in everyone’s ears. Or maybe you can’t. Like I
said, that’s always been your problem.”
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“Seems like I’ll have a lot of time to think about it.” Julian stood up, not sure he could
put up with anymore lectures from Weathers on what he did and didn’t know. Better to just put
all of this in the past. “For what it’s worth, I am sorry it all worked out like this. In another life
we would’ve worked well together.”
“It’s possible. Sadly, we live in this life.”
“Yes. Sadly.”

#

The Tyrius Halloween party landed the day after the actual holiday since Halloween fell
on a Thursday and parties always went better on a Friday. Plenty of other people besides
Danielle wore costumes on the subway, but it still felt off to be celebrating after the actual
holiday.
She took some pride in her costume, though. She’d found an inexpensive but fairly
accurate costume of Batwoman, a comic book character apparently separate from Batgirl; it
seemed the plots in comics had advanced a bit from when she read them as a teenager. Superhero
costumes were all the rave, which meant she’d fit in well. If she had a costume that stood out too
much it might cause some problems when she began snapping pictures.
The batteries Bruce gave her were smuggled in different parts of her costume. One hid in
her right pocket, the second in her left, and the third in her right boot, the battery rubbing up
against her ankle whenever she walked.
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Her nerves did not get the better of her; if anything, excitement sparked inside of her. She
had a real purpose and the fact that it was at a large social event didn’t dissuade her enthusiasm.
The costume helped. It was easier to put on a brave face when she could act like someone else.
The subway jerked to a halt at Danielle’s stop and she stepped off, what she had to do
becoming real to her in a way it hadn’t been before.
Just concentrate on what you have to do, she told herself. Block out everything else.
When she reached the surface, she evaluated the area. She’d hadn’t been downtown in a
few years and she noticed at once the differences between downtown and elsewhere in the City.
The sidewalks were cleaner, the concrete fresher, and the cars that lined the streets were more
expensive. It didn’t take a connoisseur of the City to know that the wealthy centered here. Even
the pedestrians looked different, dressed like they were CEOs, their hair fashioned in the latest
style, a mix of buzz cuts and gel.
Danielle wanted to throw up.
“Not now,” she said. “Later. You can do it later.”
A couple of pedestrians gave her a side eye as she spoke to herself and she gave them a
glare in return. Whatever Penelope planned to do, she hoped all those pricks were nearby when it
happened.
The Seagread Tower loomed over all the buildings; it stood five blocks away, but its
shadow draped what felt like a quarter of downtown. The building looked like it’d been made out
of glass, as if everything was a window. Danielle had never been to the Seagrad Tower before,
but she recalled an article about its architecture and the use of glass featuring in the same
newspaper issue as her own piece. She hadn’t read it all, of course, and only glanced at the first
few paragraphs, the specifics escaping her now.
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She had to give her name at the door before being allowed inside, a level of fancy she
hadn’t encountered before entering the corporate world. Her previous experiences with parties
involved anyone who wanted to come in coming in, the rest of the guests spreading their arms in
welcome.
She took the elevator to the top floor, two other costumed guests joining her. One dressed
as a Stormtrooper from Star Wars and the other dressed as a pumpkin.
The elevator doors opened and revealed the top floor was all one room, the elevator in the
center of it. The walls were all window outside of the occasional beam, outside, giving a
stunning view of the City and the setting sun sneaking below the harbor. Lace had to feel a tinge
of jealousy when he saw this sight.
Music played, but softly; the loud stuff would come later. Hundreds of guests milled
about, drinking, laughing, comparing costumes. Darth Vaders and ghosts and ghouls walked by
her, many with blood shot eyes despite the fact that the party didn’t officially start for another
fifteen minutes. She spotted a few other Batwomans and that gave her some relief because it
meant she wouldn’t stand out.
She kept her phone in her right hand, a move that didn’t stand out considering how many
others texted and took photos of their friends. She angled it so it faced the elevator, but held it at
her side. When the camera took a shot a flash came and a few of the people nearby glanced in
her direction.
“Fuck,” she muttered. She quickly turned off the flash. If it meant the picture quality took
a hit then so be it.
Navigating the floor proved difficult, as if she walked through a maze, but she walked
fast and people tended to move for her, creating a tunnel. It reminded her of the runs she’d go on
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before the coughing fits started, when life became a haze around her. The costumes all
intermingled, as if the people were becoming just one partying entity.
When she arrived at the east end of the floor she took a picture of the view outside the
window. She had no idea if it would help, but it at least gave an impression of the view from the
building.
The quiet near the window brought her a little relief and she wanted to stay there and wait
until everyone dispersed before heading back out. She could hear the voices and the footfalls
behind her, but the view outside, of the cars, the streets, the flashes of green, mesmerized her
enough that she could ignore the sounds from behind her. Standing at the window the whole time
would be conspicuous, however, and she wouldn’t be able to get to Jonathan Grammel who no
doubt hunted somewhere on the floor.
An impact from behind broke her thoughts and she stumbled forward, hitting the glass
wall. Vertigo hit her as her eyes briefly traveled down towards the street directly below. She
pushed back against the glass and turned to see what had hit her.
“I’m sorry,” said a man’s voice.
It took Danielle a moment to figure out what his costume was. He wore a suite splattered
with red paint. It was supposed to be blood, she realized. He was a character from some movie
she couldn’t recall because the blood stains held her attention.
The man in the bank had a bloody suit at the end of his life, after he’d placed the gun in
his mouth, his head erupting, some of his fluids cascading onto her blouse. She’d seen his body
on the floor, his collars turning red, a river of blood making its way down his head and onto the
floor, rushing towards her.
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“I said I’m sorry,” said the man. “Don’t give me that cunt face.” He ambled back into the
crowd, leaving Danielle to wonder if he was drunk, an ass, or both. She hoped she wouldn’t run
into him again, not with that costume.
The music stopped and a voice came in its place. “Hello, everyone, and thank you for
coming.” The crowd turned towards the voice and Jonathan Grammel stood at the DJ booth,
microphone in hand, while the DJ shirked aside. “I’ll let you all get back to partying in a
moment, I swear.”
Polite laughs came from all quarters. Danielle crossed her arms and moved into the
crowd. She saw a group of people standing around what looked like the entrance to another
elevator, although it was smaller than the one she’d used.
“So this’ll be yet another Halloween to remember, I’m sure,” said Grammel. “Then
again, with some of the looks I’m seeing out there, most of you might not remember this at all
when you wake up tomorrow.”
More polite laughs. Danielle reached the elevator and snapped a picture of it. She glanced
back to the elevator she’d come in, estimating it to be about twenty feet away. A third column
stood twenty feet behind both of the elevators: stairs, probably.
“I love this party more than any other,” said Grammel. “We’re heading towards that time
of year that has a lot more stress, both with family and business, so this is a nice way to relax
before the end of the year craze.”
Danielle squeezed by a pumpkin and a witch to reach the third column. She opened its
door and sure enough it led to a staircase. She descended it to the next floor, being greeted with
another staircase and a door. The door led to offices as opposed to one vast room. She snapped a
few pictures. Her hands became sweaty and she worried she would drop the phone. When she
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finished, she tucked the phone into her costume’s pocket and wiped her hands on her pants. They
remained sticky.
“Are you looking for the restrooms?”
The new speaker walked up the stairway that led to the floor beneath her. The speaker
wore a black shirt with a badge on it that read: Daniel Storker- Security.
“I am,” said Danielle. “Are they on this floor?” She pointed to the door.
The security guard nodded. “Yes. I meant to put up a sign, but I forgot. Let me show you
the way.”
“Just tell me the directions and I’ll be fine.”
“Are you sure? You seem like you might’ve had a little too much to drink.”
If only that were the case. “I’m fine, promise.”
“What were you taking pictures of?”
Great. She had the world’s most curious security guard on her tail. “I wasn’t. I mean, I
did take pictures, but it was just an accident. Like you said, I’ve already had a few.”
“Then I’ll escort you. Don’t want you getting lost.” He came up the stairs and stopped
only a foot before her. He held out his arm towards the door. “This way, Batgirl.”
“Batwoman.”
“My apologies.”
Danielle went through the door and passed by the various offives. One of them said
“Vice-President of Marketing for Unisiltid” and Danielle recalled Penelope mentioning the
company name. She was walking the halls of yet another target.
“Take a left,” the security guard said, as they reached the end of the hall. “It’s the first
door on your right. If you get lost again, I’ll be around.”
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“Great.” Danielle darted into the bathroom, ripped off her mask, and splashed some water
on her face. Did the guard suspect something or was he just overzealous? Why hadn’t she
surveyed the area before taking more photos? Why had she even agreed to this?
“It keeps your rage focused,” said her reflection.
“Stop talking to me.”
“Why?”
“Because it makes me feel crazy.”
“Have you considered the idea that you might actually be crazy?”
Without thinking about it, Danielle shoved her hands into the mirror. When she pulled
back, the mirror leaned forward and fell into the sink. Danielle jumped backwards, just avoiding
the shards of glass that sprinkled the floor, offering her multiple, shattered reflections of herself.
None of the reflections spoke nor did they move except when she did.
Danielle knew she was making a mess of the whole operation already. She sucked in a
very deep breath, feeling the air go down her throat. The air stayed trapped in there until she let it
out with a huff. She repeated the process five times. A sense of relaxation came over her, as if
she was young again and her mother was tucking her in. Her sister would be near, too, in a bed
across the room. The familiar presence of her sister during the night was a comfort when her
mind wandered in the dark as she’d been a child prone to nightmares.
“You got this,” she said. She put her mask back on and stepped out of the bathroom.

#
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If the people at the party seemed inebriated earlier on, then they seemed positively
trashed now. Laughs increased, frequently caused by the most mundane of jokes, partiers
stumbled from conversation to conversation, and Danielle snapped pictures of two cameras on
the ceiling. She made sure to keep the flash off, but, at this point, no one would care.
The music started to grow, turning into a steady beat instead of any identifiable song.
Danielle could feel her heart reverberate inside, as if the music dug into her muscles.
The dark outside made the light inside seem much brighter, as if they were partying in
fire. It proved to be disorienting and when Danielle went to take another picture of the elevator,
she found she needed to take a few shots because of reflections. Just when she got the perfect
shot aligned, someone hit her in the back. She turned, fearing it’d be the same man from before,
and saw another Batwoman, this one with black hair.
“We’re twins,” said the other Batwoman.
“Yeah, sure,” said Danielle. “Nice costume.”
“Let me tell you a secret,” said the other Batwoman. “Y’know, because we’re twins.” She
put her lips to Danielle’s ears. “I’m not supposed to be here.” She pulled back and put a finger to
her lips. “Shhhh.”
“I won’t tell anyone,” said Danielle, somewhat amused by the woman’s behavior.
“I figured you wouldn’t. I bet you have secrets, too.”
“My life isn’t as interesting as yours, it seems.”
The other Batwoman lifted one finger, pointing it towards the ceiling. “Watch out for
those above.”
“You’re not real,” said Danielle. “You’re just another reflec-”
The woman put her gloved hand on Danielle’s right cheek.

P a g e | 155

The lights dimmed and then went out completely. For a moment, Danielle feared there’d
been a power outage, thus ending the night before she even tried to approach Jonathan Grammel.
The lights returned quickly, though, and went out again, but returned swiftly once more.
The rapid on and off continued, going in beat with a new song. The quick changes in lighting
made Danielle feel as if she were looking at still shots of her surroundings. In one shot the other
Batwoman stood in front of her, smiling, and in the next she was receding into the crowd, and in
the third she was gone.
“Having a fun time?”
Danielle turned, still experiencing life as pictures, to see Holly. “It’s like I’m high again,
but without the benefit of feeling good.”
Holly laughed and said, “Try and enjoy yourself.”
The room went dark and the light did not return. A vibration came and the music changed
into a rock tune, guitar and drums smashing at once. The lights came back on, but this time they
had a purple hue to them. The partiers screamed, some of them throwing their drinks in the air.
“Don’t really see how I can do that,” said Danielle. “But go off and have a good time.
Don’t let me drag you down.”
“You sure? I can introduce you to my friend Barb. She’s from marketing. She has a
handsome, single friend, too.”
“Well, I hope she gets to fuck him.”
Holly smiled. “She’s married.”
“Well, then I hope you get to fuck him.”
“Maybe I will.” She patted Danielle on the shoulder, laughing. “You get bored, you come
and find me, okay?”
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“Yeah, thanks. Appreciate it.” Holly’s consistent good mood baffled Danielle. She’d sat
in the office on more than one occasion, wondering how she could become more like Holly.
What it must feel like to wake up, be happy about it, and head out into the world, like it was all
worthwhile.
On certain days she found it so easy to remember why the needle was attractive.
As the party continued, Danielle took more pictures. Few were of any specific items; she
more wanted to be able to give Penelope a sense of the room. Her journey took her towards the
buffet and drinks display, where partiers snatched the latest glass of wine before downing it in
two gulps. If she wanted to find Jonathan Grammel, then it would be best to wait for him to
come to her and, if his reputation was accurate, he would have to visit the table before long.
Danielle didn’t touch the alcohol; instead, she sipped on a glass of water and nibbled on a
remarkably tasty pastry, one she couldn’t identify.
After ten minutes of waiting, she was rewarded with the arrival of Jonathan Grammel, a
few employees in tow, all of whom laughed at a comment he’d made. Jonathan didn’t notice
Danielle and he grabbed a drink, lifting it up, a little of it flowing over the edge of the cup.
“Cheers,” he said to the employees. They grabbed their own drinks and together they downed
them.
“Jonathan,” Danielle said. The commanding tone in her voice surprised her.
Jonathan turned to look at her. She could tell he tried to process how he knew her. He bit
his bottom lip, nodded, and then exclaimed, “Danielle!”
“That’s me,” she said.
“I’m so glad you came out! How’s our famous employee?”
“I’m swell,” she said, instantly regretting using the word swell.
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“Happy to hear it. I’m having a blast, myself.”
It occurred to Danielle that Jonathan didn’t wear a costume. It hit her as appropriate. “I
saw an article on you,” she said.
“Oh, yeah?” He sounded less than interested; no doubt he heard about articles mentioning
him on a regular basis.
“It really raved about you,” Danielle added, remembering Penelope and Bruce’s advice.
“You have to read it. Even the headline alone is over the top. It said something like,
‘Tomorrow’s Biggest Man.’” Christ, where did she come up with that?
“That does sound good,” said Jonathan. “Where’d you see it?”
“I’d show you but my phone is out of power,” said Danielle. “I’m sure I could bring it up
fast, though. Can I borrow yours? I promise, it’ll be worth it. And, hey, remember, I know
articles, right?” Dear God, she thought.
“Phone?” he said. “Yeah, my phone. Sure!” He pulled it out of his pocket. “Check away,
Dani-o.”
An iPhone. She had the chip for it in her right pocket. Perfect.
Even better? He looked away, grabbing another drink, and proposing another toast to his
sycophants.
Danielle slipped his battery out and put it in her pocket. She pushed the replacement in
and it didn’t fit. A moment of panic hit her and sweat broke out on every inch of her skin. She
pushed it again and it fit. A smile hit her face. She’d done it. And she’d been good at it.
“I can’t find the fucking article,” Danielle said, making sure to accentuate the curse.
“Unbelievable. You know how websites are. They post so much shit that everything gets pushed
down in, like, an hour.”
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Jonathan looked back at her and she got the impression he’d forgotten their entire
conversation. “Oh. Well, okay. That’s too bad.”
She handed him back his phone. “I’ll email it to you.”
One of his sycophants bumped into him, spilling her entire drink onto his phone.
“Ah, shit,” said Jonathan.
“Oh, I’m so sorry!” said the sycophant.
“Eh, it’s all backed up in the cloud or something. This thing’ll reek of alcohol, though.”
In one swift move, he tossed the phone into the trashcan five feet away. “There’s always more
phones. And more drinks!”
Danielle stood there for a while, not comprehending what she just saw. She’d done what
they asked her to do. The new battery was in. The impossible had been completed. And it was so
easy. So very easy.
Now, it didn’t matter.
She went back to the bathroom, eager to escape the noise, the people, and the reminder of
defeat. Sure, she had the pictures, but she almost had the phone, too. It’d felt so good. For a
moment, she fulfilled her purpose.
The bathroom mirror still sat in shatters on the floor, but the two other women in the
bathroom didn’t seem to notice. One of them readjusted her makeup and the other sniffed
powder off of her right index finger. When the latter saw Danielle, she said, “Do you want
some?”
The white powder was familiar, of course. She’d tried it a few times in her other life. It’d
been fun, but not her drug of choice. It did the job, though, and it called to her now.
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“Fuck you,” she said to the woman. She retreated into one of the stalls and slammed the
door shut. She slapped herself hard, once, twice, and a third time for good measure. Her cheek
stung. She spit up blood. The party continued above, unabated by her tragedy.

Chapter Nine: The Fog

Julian handed candy to the kid in the Darth Vader costume, saying, “May the Dark Side
be with you.”
The kid titled his head and went down the hall. Julian retreated back into his apartment,
glancing at the almost full bowl of candy. He’d overestimated the number of kids in the building.
He’d have to throw the candy in the trash or eat it all himself. The latter sounded like an
attractive prospect. Energy had abandoned him after his meeting with Weathers. He liked to
think he was stronger, that he could rise above, but his mind, cloudy and dull, betrayed him.
A hard knock came and Julian opened the door to see a boy who couldn’t have been older
than five wearing a clown costume. His mother stood beside him, smiling at Julian. He
recognized her from around the building but couldn’t place her name. “What do you say?” the
mom said to the boy.
“Trick-or-treat,” the boy said.
“I’ve got a treat for you,” said Julian. He handed the boy the entire bowl of candy. “Have
fun with it.” He shut the door before the mother could protest, and he walked into his bedroom.
He fell onto his mattress, wrapping the blankets around him. He had to deal with the future of his
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career, but it could be put off until tomorrow or the next day or the day after that. For now, all he
needed was a cocoon of cloth.

#

“Where’s Penelope?” Bruce asked.
Michelle opened her eyes, picked her head up from the picnic table, and looked to the
sliding doors. Bruce’s stepped with care and his face had become gaunter, like it’d been
hollowed out. Less and less of Bruce existed every time she saw him.
“She’s trick or treating. Forgot to go yesterday.” She shrugged. “Who knows? I was here
the other night waiting for her for three hours.”
“So you’re just taking an outside nap in November now?”
She nodded. “Pretty much.”
Bruce sat down next to her, a grimace on his face. He placed his hands on the table; they
shook. “Danielle should be here soon.”
“That’s the big test,” said Michelle. She placed her hand on top of Bruce’s and squeezed.
“Getting worse?” When they’d first met he wasn’t sick, at least not visibly. He reminded her of
an old English teacher she had who had a permanent smile on his face, amused at everything that
happened around him. A crime that life tore Bruce down so quickly, without a care for the man
he’d once been.
“I saw the doctor a few days ago. It’s not great. He pleaded with me to start chemo, but
the last thing I need to be is weaker than I already am.” He licked his lips. “Everything tastes like
ashes now.”

P a g e | 161

“Christ. You’re not thinking dark shit, are you?”
“No, no,” he said, some of the gravity in his voice dissipating. “Just have darker moods
sometimes. They pass.”
“You been having second thoughts about not taking the doctor up on the chemo offer
earlier on?”
“No. Why?”
“I don’t- I just hope you didn’t feel like I was afraid of you becoming weak or not being
able to come with us.” She squeezed his hands tighter. “You’re my friend before anything else.”
“I know,” he said. He smiled and a hint of life touched his cheeks. “I didn’t feel
pressured. If I didn’t have all this maybe I would’ve done the chemo, sure. But I’d rather be part
of this and die sooner than go back to living a life that requires me to put my head in the sand.”
Michelle removed her hand from his and nodded. “Just wanted to make sure.”
“I appreciate it.”
“You ever take a look in the pool?” Michelle asked him. “Like Penelope does. Try to see
if you see something. Your fate. Whatever.”
Bruce shook his head.
“I have.” She walked over to the pool. It remained as still as ever. Her reflection, warped
a little by the water, watched her. “I wonder if it’s all an act.”
“Would you rather it be all an act or would you rather she actually saw things in there?”
“An act, I guess.” If Penelope did see movements in the water then she was further gone
than Michelle thought. There was an alluring quality to the idea the water held messages for
those ready to look, but there was an alluring quality to many ridiculous ideas, and Michelle
certainly wasn’t going to buy into this one.
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“If you’d asked me a while ago, I’d have agreed,” said Bruce. “Now? I’m not so sure.”
“Don’t tell me you’re having visions, too, Bruce. I can only handle so much now-a-days.”
“No, no visions. Just feelings.” He came to her side, his gait faster than before. “I don’t
know if it’s because I’m at the tail end of life and I’m viewing things differently or if these
feelings were there all along.”
“What do you mean?” Michelle asked, not sure if she wanted an answer. With Penelope’s
increasing belief in her own infallibility, Michelle couldn’t handle Bruce taking a wrong.
“Nothing metaphysical. I’m not getting religious on you. Just feelings that creep along
the back of my neck. Sometimes I turn to look and I see memories and emotions I’d forgotten.
God help me, the other day I remembered this girl I had a crush on when I was in the sixth grade.
I took the bus home from school, but she walked. The bus would drive by her and I would make
sure I was seated on the left side so I could see her every single day. The days when I didn’t see
her felt off. I hadn’t thought of that in years, but since I remembered it, I keep seeing her in one
way or another. Sometimes it’s a smell, a haircut, or just a brief pang of nostalgia for a past that
never really was.”
“You know what I’m getting from this?” Michelle asked.
“What?”
“You were a creepy little stalker when you were ten.”
Bruce laughed. “My whole mind was clouded by her that autumn. Then the crush fizzled
out and she faded away, like so many others. You don’t ever have moments where you
remember things and start to think about was and what could still be?”
She didn’t need to think the question over before giving an answer. “No. I just move
forward.”
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“That might be why we’re in this whole mess.”
Frustration built in her and she did her best to keep it out of her voice. “What do you
mean by we? Us? Our group?”
“No. Everyone everywhere. I think we all have feelings, maybe even visions, about how
things could be and we push them down until they’re so deep that nothing can bring them into
the light.” He kept his gaze towards the pool as he talked. “It’s a tragedy, I guess.” He grimaced
and grabbed his side.
“You okay?”
“I’m fine. Just happens sometimes.” He let out a long breath. “It’s passing.”
“Will you be fine for what we have to do? Physically, I mean. If the day comes you can
back out if you’re feeling too terrible, okay?” She hated asking it. She hated even the idea that he
wouldn’t be with her at the end, when they all stood before the men and women who had
poisoned the world. Of everyone she met, Bruce was the one who least deserved to be hurt by the
world and who most deserved to cast down those who did harm.
“I have painkillers,” said Bruce. “I take them sparingly. I’ll take a few extra when we do
our thing. Besides, after what we talked about the other day-” He cut off at the sound of the
sliding doors opening.
Michelle didn’t need to turn to know it Penelope walked out. She recognized her
movements, her very presence. The cost of having someone be such an integral part of her lifeno more surprises.
“Glad to see you two are here,” said Penelope. Her voiced contained a heavy dose of
weariness.
“Where were you?” Michelle asked. “And where’s Danielle?”
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“Jacob is bringing her,” said Penelope, joining Michelle and Bruce at the pool. “She got a
lot of pictures and she managed to get the battery active in Grammel’s phone. It went live on our
end.”
“Shit, that’s great,” said Bruce. “Can’t wait to see what dirty little secrets that guy has.”
“That’s a guy who’ll live up to every ugly, yuppie stereotype,” said Michelle.
“The signal is still live, but it won’t be any help now. He threw the phone out for some
reason. Danielle will give use the details when she gets here.”
Threw it out? What did that even mean? “You mean, she got it-”
“I told you all I know,” said Penelope, waving the comment away with her hand. “I’m
going to wait inside.” She didn’t bother to wait to see if anyone wanted to join her.
“Seems like I’m not the only one in piss poor spirits,” said Bruce.
“Apparently not.” She’d seen anger come from Penelope before, frustration, too, but this
irritability came as a surprise. Despite Michelle’s increasing suspicion about Penelope’s
understanding of reality, she felt some shock at the idea Penelope could become irritable;
Penelope seemed above that. How much of her personality was an act? Michelle wondered Or
was there no real Penelope at all? Was she just a force of nature, like Lace?
“It’s getting cold,” said Bruce. “I’m going to head in, too. Join me?”
“I’m going to wait out here a little longer.” She caught his arm as he began to walk away.
“One more thing. Just before, when you were looking in the water, did you see anything?”
“No. But it’s okay. I didn’t need to.”

#

P a g e | 165

Danielle found Jacob waiting in his car, idling right in front of her building. She gave him
a brief summary of what happened at the party and then told him she wanted to get a glass of ice
water before heading out to see Penelope.
She popped a Xanax when she reached her kitchen. It scraped against the back of her
throat and she gagged, heaving it back up in the sink. She wanted to say fuck it, leave Jacob
outside, and crawl back into bed. Her bed always welcomed her no matter what, even in the days
when she was high as a kite and on the verge of pissing herself. Her bed didn’t judge her; it’d be
comfortable no matter what she’d done that day.
Waking up would be awful, though. She’d tasted victory earlier before having it snatched
away. Abandoning Jacob and Penelope would only make the bitter night taste worse in the
morning and she’d had enough of those over the years, mornings when she wondered if one
specific decision she’d made sent her careening off the rails or if a number of small decisions
paved her path to ruin.
She picked up two water bottles from the fridge and lodged them between her arm and
side. As she opened the door, the sight of Tyrius out her window caught her eye. She pointed a
middle finger in its direction.

#

“Why can’t we ever meet during normal hours?” Danielle asked Jacob as they walked up
to Penelope’s house. She’d forgotten her jacket, but the water had cooled her throat enough that
she didn’t care if the air froze or boiled. Not feeling like she would hack out her esophagus gave
her more than enough comfort.
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“The best and worst decisions are always made during the night,” said Jacob.
She snorted. “Sure.”
When she stepped inside, she saw Penelope sitting in the kitchen area around a small,
four legged desk. Bruce stood behind her, leaning against the sliding door. Penelope’s head
snapped towards her and Jacob, like a watchdog. “Danielle!” Penelope said. “You did
wonderful!”
Danielle noticed Bruce appeared momentarily startled by Penelope’s outburst. “Did I
really, though?” said Danielle. “Seems like it was all for noting. I got the pictures, but I had the
phone. I had it. Then some idiot knocked into him, spilling her drink on the phone and he just
threw it out. I couldn’t believe it. I thought I was going to faint. Or kill that woman who knocked
into him.”
“But look at that anger,” said Penelope. She met everyone’s gaze, as if challenging them
to disagree with her read on Danielle. “If there was a doubt in anyone’s mind to your conviction
this should settle it.” She came to Danielle and put a hand on each shoulder. “Honey, you did just
fine.”
Her touch held such warmth that Danielle could only softly say, “Thanks.”
“Mark my words: everything is going to turn out a-okay. Everything.” Penelope stepped
back and clapped her hands together. “All right, people! Let’s get a look at those pictures.”
Bruce darted into the backroom and came back out with a laptop in hand, Jacob guided
Danielle to the table in the kitchen, and Penelope called for Michelle. Danielle wondered if
Michelle had told Penelope about their late night chat. The small nod Michelle gave Danielle
when she came in from the back told her she hadn’t.

P a g e | 167

Danielle gave Bruce her phone and he hooked it up to the laptop. “Hope you don’t have
any nudes on here,” he said. “Better warn us now.”
“If only my life was so exciting.” She paused and added, “Well, I guess my life is a little
bit exciting now, isn’t it?”
“That’s the spirit,” said Bruce.
They crowded around the laptop and for the first time Danielle felt like part of a real
group. The energy in the room crackled, all of them eager to see what she’d done. This group,
whatever it was a group of, freedom fighters, economic terrorists, whatever, this group needed
her and, at least to some extent, she’d come through. Her eyes stung a little as they went through
the pictures, mulling over what each one told them.
“So there are only three entrances?” Michelle asked.
Danielle scratched at her eyes. “Yeah, uh, yeah, seems that way. The stairs and the two
elevator. I’m guessing they wanted the room to be as open as possible. I don’t know if that’s
going to make it more difficult for you to get in.”
“We won’t be coming in any of those ways,” said Michelle. She looked to Bruce and
said, “So that’ll be three entrances we’ll have to cover, although I doubt they’ll use the elevators.
It’d be too loud and if they try to use one of the elevator tunnels to get to us it’ll take them a bit
of time.”
“Yeah, this is definitely an optimal situation,” said Bruce. He gave a soft punch to
Danielle’s shoulder. “Good job, kid.”
“We’ll have to get the others in here to look at this,” said Penelope. “Let’s get them over
here as soon as possible.”
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Danielle saw the excitement in their faces, even Michelle’s. What they planned had never
seemed more achievable. “So are you guys ready to let me in on this?” said Danielle.
To her surprise, no one looked astonished or annoyed by her request. If anything, they
took it as expected. Penelope started nodding and said, “Absolutely. Not all of it, but outside of a
couple of us no one knows all of it. It’s better for everyone that way.”
Everyone looked to Penelope, waiting for her to start.
“It’s going to be a two pronged offensive. Most of us will be going to the Seagrad Tower.
Once there, we will be recording from inside. Asking anyone to broadcast it is a fool’s errand.
Even if someone agreed, they’d be easily able to edit it. We are instead going to set up a live
stream online. It won’t take long for someone to find it; never does. While that’s going on, you,
me, Jacob, and two others will be going to Tyrius. We’re going in quieter. With everyone
focused on the Seagrad Tower, we’ll take Lace, Grammel, and whoever else is with them. Once
the broadcast from the Seagrad Tower is over, we’ll start one and we’ll not only list their sins for
all to hear; we’re also going to air footage from Tyrius’ own databases.
“Now, I know what you’re thinking. How are we going to get into Tyrius in a way that
doesn’t attract attention? The answer is simpler than you think. We’re going to go in via the
garage. There’s a guard at the entrance and you need a keycard to get in. Thanks to Bruce, we
have a keycard that’ll open the gate, but not one that will register with the guard. This means the
guard will come and ask us what’s going on. Now, you might remember what we did with you
when we first met.”
“I remember,” said Danielle.
“And we’re sorry about that,” Bruce put in.
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Penelope smiled. “You’re a bunch of pushovers. But, yes, we’ll knock him out. If he has
friends then we have two Tasers. We’re banking on him not putting out a full alert when the gate
opens and the keycard isn’t recognized.”
“It’s not as much of a risk as it sounds,” said Bruce. “I’ve been in the tech business for
years and this shit malfunctions all the time. If you sent out a red alert every time something
doesn’t register right then nothing would ever get done. You’d be terrified to know how often
people ignore alarms, figuring they’re false. So you should be good.”
Penelope spread her arms. “It comes together quite well. We even have an EMP bomb
that will disable their cameras for a couple of minutes in case someone is keeping an eye on the
garage.”
“A place like Tyrius has a ton of cameras,” said Bruce. “To have people watching each of
them all day would require a ton of work, but in case they do we’re going with the EMP, as
well.”
“Where’d you get this EMP?” Danielle asked.
Bruce smiled. “I made it.”
“And where do I come in?” Danielle asked.
“Good question,” said Penelope. “We feel like we can figure out how to get to Lace, but
you’ll be there to make sure we can do it quickly. If shit hits the fan, I know I’d want someone
by my side who knows the ins and outs of that place.”
Danielle nodded, but didn’t feel quite as certain as Penelope clearly wanted her to. How
well did she know the place? She’d worked there for years, but did she really know it? Or did
everywhere become a maze when panic set in? “What happens after all this?” she asked. “What’s
the exit plan?”
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No one in the room looked at her other than Penelope, who said, “There isn’t one,
honey.”
“Nothing at all?”
“If we worry too much about an exit plan then we’ll start compromising our main
strategy, trying to leave ways for us to get out. That’s not how you win this war, not when you’re
up against forces bigger than any one person or even a group. It’s all in.”
It made sense, of course. She’d known that was the reality, but thought there’d at least be
a halfhearted escape plan. The honesty made it easier, though, like the decision had been made,
like the future could not be altered and she’d been locked in for the ride. For once, she felt
secure.
“Anything else I need to know?” Danielle asked.
Bruce nodded. “You know how to use a gun? I’m not expecting you to shoot one, but we
can’t go in there looking like amateurs. Don’t want you waving it around like a lunatic, either.”
“My father used to take me to the shooting range,” she said. The heavy headset never did
enough to block out the sound, and her ears rung in memory.
“Good,” said Bruce. “You’ll come by again in a week or so and we’ll do a little training
on the guns. Michelle will be in charge of that, probably not a surprise.” Chuckles came from all.
“For now, you should head back and get some sleep. You have to be wiped out.”
Danielle nodded. Exhaustion loomed behind her; she’d prevented it from pouncing so far,
but it wouldn’t be long.
“You did well,” said Penelope. “Truly.”
“I’ll take her home,” said Michelle. “I’m tired of hanging out around here all the time,
anyway.”
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Jacob shrugged, but a moment later looked to Penelope.
“Whatever you want,” Penelope said.

#

Three in the morning and the highway was empty. Michelle drove fast, hitting seventy.
“You probably don’t want to get pulled over,” Danielle said. “I hear people are on the
lookout for you.”
Michelle shrugged, but the car slowed. “How are you doing with all this?”
Danielle wondered if Michelle meant the question honestly or if she still tried to get a
read on how much she could trust her. “Surprisingly well. If anything, I feel better than I have in
a while.”
“I had an uncle who offed himself,” said Michelle, throwing the remark out there as if it
fit right into their conversation. “I was nine. Didn’t understand it. I wasn’t close with him or
anything, but, still, it was a shock. My parents didn’t want me to know right away, but the truth
got out. With kids, it always does. No one is better at sniffing out the truth than a kid; luckily
they can’t always understand it. But when I realized that my uncle done himself in, I asked my
mom why. She told me his life was out of control. I didn’t get why that led to eating a bullet, but
I didn’t ask any more questions. A few years later, he came up in conversation and I thought
about him in a way I hadn’t in a long time and I figured it out. Suicide is the ultimate form of
control.” She began to pull the car off the highway and into the City. “So we know what happens
on the 15th and we know that whatever happens afterwards will be what it’ll be. Once you accept
that life seems a lot easier. Seems like that’s where you’re at.”
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“I guess so.” Danielle tried to listen for any change in Michelle’s pitch, a hint of emotion
or doubt coming through, but her voice stayed level. “Do you think that’s why your friend did
it?”
They slowed down as they hit a red light. A couple of drunks in costumes walked by,
laughing loudly. “He was getting frustrated,” said Michelle. “He had more demons than we
realized. He and Penelope didn’t quite see eye to eye on how to do things. Agreeing on message
is one thing; agreeing on how to send it is another.”
One of the drunks vomited and started laughing even harder. The laugh, filled with horror
and glee, was one familiar to Danielle. Her throat began to hurt again and she cleared it.
“You okay? Still the throat?”
“Yeah. Figure it doesn’t matter now if I get it looked at or not.”
The light turned green and Michelle floored it before jerking to a stop two blocks down
for another light. “Maybe. But if you’re in prison then it’ll probably be harder to get a doctor to
pay attention to you there than outside.”
“Outside doctor or prison doctor. These are decisions I’m contemplating in my life.”
“What a world, huh?”
“Do you have family.”
Michelle shook her head. “Never had any interest in marriage. My parents are both
dead.”
“So are mine.”
“I know. Car accident, right?”
“On the way to see my sister.”
“Did she feel guilty?”
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Danielle thought back to the moment when she received the call from Jennifer; Jennifer
sounded so shrill that Danielle couldn’t comprehend what she said because she felt so annoyed at
her sister’s inability to keep it together. “I hoped so for a while. But now I hope not.”
“Better relationship now?”
“Not the way I’d put it. I guess aging sometimes numbs your anger.”
“That’s not what I’ve found.” Michelle brought the car to a halt in front of Danielle’s
building. “I’ll be seeing you soon. In the meantime, take care of yourself.”
Danielle opened the car door, but looked back at Michelle. “Do you trust me more now?”
“I’m surprised you care.” Michelle smiled a little, this time with some humor.
Danielle’s reflection, the doppelganger, and the other Batwoman came to mind. “I’m just
curious. I know you used to think I was crazy.”
“I don’t think you’re crazy,” said Michelle. “I did at first, but now I just think you’re
seeing the cracks in our world, albeit in your own way.”
Danielle nodded. “Maybe. Have a good night.”

#

Danielle slept well. When she woke, she called a doctor on her health plan and managed
to get an appointment for the end of the week. It’d mark the first time she’d see a physician
outside of a rehab center in ten years. The last one had been at a clinic and he figured her for an
addict within a minute, resulting in her cursing him out and storming off. One of many moments
she usually wished to forget, but now it didn’t seem so bad, more like an embarrassing childhood
memory she could share while laughing.
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After breakfast, she sat down on her couch and twirled her phone between her fingers.
Her sister popped into her mind. There was a good chance she’d never see her again. The
prospect saddened her more that she’d have expected.
She dialed Jennifer’s number on impulse, knowing if she let herself think about it she’d
talk herself out of following through. After the third ring, Jennifer picked up. “Hello?”
“Hey, it’s me,” said Danielle.
“Is everything okay?”
“Yeah, all fine. No more suicides to report.” She laughed. “Black humor, I know. Not
your thing. But I was thinking about coming up your way, maybe. Our last conversation made
me realize how little I know about you now. I could see Matilda and Chris. Mattie is what now?
Four? And Chris is in that terrible twos stage or whatever they call it, right?”
“Right. I’m glad to hear you want to come over, but when?”
“Next weekend?” Was that hope in her voice? God, where did that come from?
“Ah, damn. Terrible timing. John’s mother is sick so we’re actually flying out tomorrow
to spend the next couple of weeks with her. It looks really bad. Cancer. Could be a matter of
weeks, at this point. Maybe a month. No longer, the doctors are saying.”
“Oh, shit, that’s awful. Give him my best.” She gripped the phone a little tighter. “How
are you doing?”
“I’m okay, just trying to support John. What about you? You sound different.”
A cough built in her throat but she willed it back down. “Oh, yeah?”
“Yeah. Something bothering you?”
“No, no. I’m good. Just checking in is all. I’m glad you’re good. I mean, otherwise then
the cancer thing with your mother-in-law. We’ll talk again soon, okay?”
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“I’m happy to hear that. You know you’re always welcome here once we’re back, right?”
Danielle shut her eyes. Softly, she said, “Yes, I know. I appreciate it.” She almost added
an I love you, but didn’t.
“Okay. Good.”
“I should get going,” said Danielle. “I got a bit to do today. Good talk.”
“Yeah, good talk.” A pause came that lasted a few seconds. “I love you, Dani.”
“I- thank you. That means a lot.” She ended the call.

#

Work became easier, mostly because Danielle didn’t bother with it. Evaluating the
numbers in the new pension budgets didn’t hold a candle to her late night visits to Penelope.
What surprised her was no one seemed to notice her work slowdown. Ron once popped in,
saying, “If you could put a little gas on the retiree numbers, I’d really appreciate it.” Nothing
more. So much slipped by that she used to think important.
On the first Thursday in November, a week before the 15th, Holly came into work a half
hour late, a strange occurrence. “I have something to tell you,” Holly announced, placing her
purse on the desk. She looked down at the floor. “I probably should’ve mentioned something like
this earlier on. I’ve been interviewing. I got a new job yesterday.”
Danielle closed her game of Solitaire (she wasn’t doing well) and smiled. “That’s great.
I’m happy for you. You didn’t think I would be?”
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Holly let out a long sigh and returned Danielle’s smile. “I hoped you would! But I didn’t
want you to feel abandoned. Also, I thought you might take it offensively since we spend most of
our days together.”
“Well, I didn’t think of that until now!”
The room filled with laughter for a few seconds.
“I’ve been ready to move on,” said Holly. “I don’t like it here. There’s just a feeling of
decay. All the time, too. I know you don’t like it here either. I keep thinking about when you
asked me what I think of it here and, if I’m honest, there’s no way that working at a place like
this doesn’t get under your skin. You should leave, too.”
Danielle considered making a quip, but she realized that Holly’s future wouldn’t be what
she wanted it to be. A week from now, Holly would be talking with the FBI or Homeland
Security or both. She’d be the woman who sat next to some sort of criminal for years. Questions
would be thrown at her at a relentless pace. Holly didn’t deserve that. If Danielle thought about
that a week or two ago, maybe she’d have turned Penelope down. But probably not. “Yeah, it’s
not the greatest. I guess I just do what I can. What I think is right.”
“Well, we need to keep in touch. We should go for drinks next Friday. You up for that?”
“Of course.”
“Great. Now I have to tell Ron and then I’m out of here. To hell with the two weeks’
notice, bull. I’ll be fine to lose out on a paycheck in order to get out of here. I didn’t realize how
much I wanted to leave until I got that call and now I can’t imagine a place I want to be less.”
She paused and Danielle knew she thought something over. “Listen, I know you don’t like
compliments ‘cause you’re one of those people, but you were a damn good work buddy.”
Holly started to walk out and Danielle said, “Wait.”
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Holly turned, in the doorway.
“I wish I’d been a better work friend to you,” said Danielle.
“You don’t have to say that.”
“I do.”
“You were great, Danielle. You made me laugh. Even when you didn’t mean to.”

#

The gun weighed less than Danielle remembered. Admittedly, the last time she went
shooting she couldn’t have been more than fifteen. She never got much joy out of the ordeal. Her
father brought her with him as a way to try and bond with her she now knew. He never managed
it, though, and for a long time she despised him for that, for always being a hair’s breath away
from a real father. She understood now. Looking at her own life, she knew how hard connections
could be, how much work they took, and how fast they could slip away.
“How does it feel?” Bruce asked from behind her.
“Fine,” she said.
They stood in the bedroom she’d woken up in almost a month before, when she first met
Penelope. The room seemed smaller now.
“Good. Do you know how to switch the safety?”
“I remember,” she said. She did so to prove it. “Do you want me to have it on or off when
we go in?”
“Up to you.” He took the gun from her. “I’d say make sure it’s off, but uncocked.” He
pulled back on the top of the gun and a bullet clicked into place. “See? The magazine will
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already be in it when you pick it up, but no bullet will be in the chamber. This is for intimidation
purposes only. We’re not looking at starting the OK Carrol. Blowing away half of the City’s
businessmen isn’t going to do shit. They’d just be replaced. Have to take the whole system down
and a gun can’t do that, much as we wish it could.” He put the gun down on the bed. “How are
you doing with all of this?”
“I’m good,” said Danielle. “I don’t know if I’d say I’m excited, but I’m not bored.
Driven, maybe. It’s a new feeling for me.” The feeling in her as she thought about Penelope’s
plan and what would they’d be doing reminded her of the old days. On the night’s she went out,
before the addiction took complete hold, there’d be a sense of teasing anticipation while she
dressed and arranged for a ride to whatever club she and her friends were storming that night.
“You’ll be meeting some new people just before it all happens,” said Bruce. “We try to
keep it so no one knows everybody. The only people who do are me, Michelle, and Penelope.
It’s not because we don’t trust anyone, but if someone gets arrested it makes their life easier if
they don’t actually know too much. Penelope or Michelle can vanish at a moment’s notice so
they don’t need to worry about any heat. As for me?” He rubbed the side of his stomach. “What
the fuck do I have to lose?”
“I’m not really a people person, but I am curious to see who else is part of this group.”
Bruce inclined his head towards the door. “Let’s get you home.”
As they walked to the car, parked six blocks away, Bruce said, “Y’know, there was
someone else who knew who everyone else was. Matthew. Guess that doesn’t matter now.”
Danielle didn’t know what to say.
“Didn’t mean to bring down the mood,” said Bruce. “He was an ornery guy, but I miss
him. Seems wrong to go so far with him and then have him vanish right before the end.”
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“I get the feeling he went out in a way he thought was important.”
“I get that feeling, too.”

#

“You’re not very good at taking care of yourself, are you?” Doctor Heller asked Danielle.
He smiled as he said it, clearly thinking he exhibited excellent bedside manner. Danielle
disagreed.
“I try my best,” she said.
Heller’s obesity made Danielle wondered how he told patients to lose weight with a
straight face. He barely fit through the door to the small examination room, but his permanent
smile and red cheeks gave her the impression he didn’t much care. Probably something to that,
she concluded. If only we all accepted ourselves so easily.
Heller flicked through her history on his iPad. “You haven’t been to see a physician in
ages. Used heroin from a while. Stopped, but started throwing up and now your throat ‘feels like
it has a gash in it.’ The good news is your temperature is fine.” He chuckled at his joke. “Is there
anything you left out?”
“I think I was pretty thorough,” Danielle said. “Once I started talking about the heroin, I
figured I might as well be honest.”
Heller nodded for a bit before grabbing a tongue suppressant. “Okay, open up.”
Danielle felt a gag coming on, but Heller pulled out the suppressant just in time.
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“You’ve done quite a number on yourself. You should probably go for an endoscopy. For
now, I’ll prescribe a liquid that’ll soothe your throat and should get rid of the pain so long as you
don’t start with the vomiting again. Think you can restrain yourself?”
“Yes.” It felt good to say that. “Definitely.”
“There’s one other thing I have to mention.” Heller crossed his arms, somber. “The
amount of years you’ve spent on heroin will take a toll on you. You’ll need to be careful in the
future. Any breathing problems or constant sickness and you come to me right away. Heroin can
do a number on your lungs and your immune system.”
“Okay, will do.”
“You seem like a straight shooter,” said Heller. “So I’ll be honest. You’ve shaved years
off your life. I don’t know how many, but you can’t live the lifestyle you did for as long as you
did and not do some lasting damage.”
Tell me about it, she thought. “Work, drugs, alcohol, family stress. What the fuck in our
lives doesn’t kill us?”
“Fair point.”
“I do have one other question,” said Danielle. “I know if you have a bad acid trip it can
affect you going forward. Visions, weird moments. Does heroin do the same?”
Heller shrugged. “Tough question to answer. The brain is a fickle organ. You want it to
be simple, but it’s far from it and we still don’t know as much about it as we should. Long term
heroin use, and I’d say you fall into that category, can result in memory issues, sleeping
problems, but you’re talking about hallucinations?”
Danielle didn’t care for that word; it made her sound like a crazy person. “I don’t know
that I’d say that. I just experience off moments.”
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“Off moments, huh?” Heller pulled out his pad and began to write on it. “I’d suggest a
neurologist if you’re very worried, but if not that then definitely a psychiatrist. These off
moments could come from the heroin usage, no doubt, but the long term heroin usage also
might’ve been masking something that was already there. Can you remember any of these off
moments from before you started using drugs?”
Danielle wondered if he expected her to try and replay all of her life within ten seconds.
“No, not really. I’d have to think on it, see if there’s some memory tucked away. Although, it’s
not as good as it once was.”
“Has it been inhibiting your life in negative ways?”
“No,” said Danielle. “Just makes me think. Makes me wonder about what I haven’t been
seeing.”
Heller shrugged again. “I’d get it looked at, without a doubt, but sometimes the brain tells
us things we’re not ready to comprehend on an intellectual level. Dreams might just be one way.
Who knows what else comes up as our synapses light up?”

#

The sight of Tyrius’ headquarters from Danielle’s apartment became more amusing now
that she knew her time there would be ending in a chaotic fashion. Each morning she looked out
and smirked at the sight.
On the morning of the 15th, she called in sick, thinking she’d be at Tyrius enough later
on. She stayed on the couch most of the day, reading the rest of Picnic at Hanging Rock and rewatching Mulholland Drive.
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Calmness wrapped around her throughout the day. Satisfaction, too. Nice feelings. It’d
been a while since they’d visited and stayed for a time.
The phone rang at 4:32.

#

“They’re all on their way,” said Michelle. Leaves crunched beneath her feet as she
walked to Penelope, standing by the pool. “I told them they might as well park right here. We
already have the two vans in the front and what the hell does it matter at this point?”
This point. Still hard to believe. Years of talking about different options, then planning,
then recruiting, then hoping no one slipped up. People did, of course, including Penelope and her
with Bell. Disaster avoided, but only by an inch. Since then, a weight hovered over her head,
threatening to drop and today it felt closer to her than ever. It didn’t make sense, victory had
never loomed closer, but optimism sounded wrongheaded to her, a luxury only the well-off could
indulge in.
“Good,” said Penelope. “I’m tired of waiting around. Feels like I’ve been waiting for this
for an eternity. If life gives us a purpose then we’re about to fulfill ours. I have a feeling you’re
not someone who thinks life has a purpose, though.”
“You’re right.” She sat down at the table for what would likely be the last time. No more
humid summer nights talking with Penelope, Bruce, and Matt. No more chilly evenings as
November came closer and closer. “Where do you see us tomorrow?”
“Locked up,” said Penelope. “But not for long. They won’t be able to justify punishing us
after we lay out the poison they’ve allowed to flood into this world.”
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Michelle didn’t see that as a likely outcome, but declined to say so. “Are you looking
forward to meeting Lace?”
“I am. I wonder what he’ll think when he sees me. I wonder if he’ll know his reckoning
has arrived.”
“People like him don’t see mortality. They wouldn’t be able to do their jobs, to ruin
everything, if they did.” The conversation reminded her of the old days, when it was just her and
Penelope talking, lamenting the state of the world. Before the suburbs, before the agreement to
take action, before the tension between them started.
“We won’t be seen as martyrs,” said Penelope. “I don’t want to be a martyr and I know
you don’t either. Revolutionaries sounds nicer, I think. We’ll be Martin Luthers of our age.”
A car door closed in the front.
“Let’s get this started,” said Michelle.

#

Two black vans loomed in front of Penelope’s safe house. “Our vehicles,” Jacob told
Danielle.
Yeah, this is real, she thought. A certain freedom in that. What happened after today
would be out of her hands. No more decisions, no more wondering what path to take next, at
least not for a while. Her fate would be in the hands of others, for better or worse.
Jacob parked in the driveway and two cars pulled down the street, parking across the
way. Out of one came Bruce and a woman about Danielle’s age. Out of the other came two men
and a woman. What’d brought them here? The same disastrous life choices she’d made? Or did
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they come from a world like Michelle, one where rage at the injustice they were handed grew
each day?
Penelope waited for them in the backyard, greeting all of them with a handshake and a
pat on the shoulder. Michelle lounged in one of the chairs at the table, giving a curt nod at
everyone.
The other new arrivals followed in, filling up the backyard. Danielle counted nine of
them, including herself.
“Four for the Seagrad Tower and five for Tyrius,” Jacob whispered into her ear.
Penelope stood before them and spread her arms. “I love a good speech. Now words fail
me, however. We’ve all spent many nights talking. There’s nothing left to say other than we’re
going to go out there and change the God damn world. This is what we were put on this Earth
for. No matter what happens next, you should all be incredibly proud of yourselves.”
Michelle rose and said, “My people with me.”
Bruce and a man and a woman followed her into the house.
Penelope came over to Danielle and said, “I should make introductions. I think you guys
all know Jacob. Clara and Ahmed, this is Danielle.”
Clara gave Danielle a strong handshake. Danielle pegged her as someone who hit the
gym more often than not. Her black hair was tied in so tight a ponytail Danielle imagined it had
to hurt. Then again, Clara’s stern look said she probably didn’t care.
Ahmed looked a bit more welcoming, with a baby face and a little extra weight on him.
He nodded at Danielle, his hands in his pockets.
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“So I think we all know the plan,” said Penelope. “I got the keycard from Bruce inside,
the EMP, and the laptop so we can stream. I have all the files on there, but I also have them
printed just as a backup. Anybody have any questions?”
“Do we know the layout of the building?” Clara asked.
“Mostly.” Penelope pointed to Danielle. “She’s here in case we run into any trouble on
that front. She works there.”
“Belly of the beast,” Ahmed put in.
“Seems so,” Danielle agreed.

#

Bruce, James, and Beth were all trustworthy in Michelle’s eyes. Bruce’s trustworthiness
went beyond saying, but she’d only met James and Beth a few times. The more often she met
with them, the greater the chance of being spotted. Yet the three times she had met them, she’d
been convinced of their competence and loyalty.
James came to them a year before, just after being laid off by Unisiltid. In his mid-forties,
James thought he’d be working there forever and hadn’t taken the sudden turn of events well.
He’d once told her he still had nightmares about the day his boss told him his job had come to an
end.
Beth had been a regular in Michelle’s bookstore and met Penelope there. The two struck
up a friendship and apparently Penelope convinced her to join. She hadn’t asked for Michelle’s
opinion, a choice which did not sit well, but after Michelle’s first conversation with Beth she had
to admit Penelope had made the right call.
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Their backgrounds did not make Michelle trust them; their anger did. Anger harnessed
right guaranteed loyalty. It helped that both were in their forties. Youth’s anger could be too
scattershot, unfocused.
“Has anything in the plan changed?” asked James. His face hid inside a scruffy, brown
beard, but his blue eyes shone like lamps.
“Not a thing,” Bruce said. “The guns and rappel equipment are in the van so we’re ready
to go if you guys are. The time for last minute questions is now.”
Beth, leaning against the wall with her eyes closed, asked, “Under what conditions do we
pull the trigger?”
When Michelle first set eyes on Beth, the first word that came to mind was inoffensive.
Beth stood at maybe five-foot-one, had hair that framed her head in a businesswoman style, and
the mouth of someone who frowned in anxiety on a regular basis. Now here she was, talking
about when she’d have to kill someone. Progress?
“If your life is in danger then do what you think is needed,” said Michelle. “Otherwise,
actual violence will just be a distraction.”
A minute of silence came; Michelle ended it with a snap of her fingers. “Okay, let’s hit
the road.”
Bruce led them out the door and Michelle took up the rear. She took a last look at the
house, glad to be rid of it. The suburbs made her uncomfortable; she knew she didn’t belong
there.
In the front, the other group already sat in their van except for Penelope who was just
walking out of the backyard. Michelle watched Penelope and Penelope met her gaze. After a
moment’s indecision, Michelle walked to Penelope.
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“This is it,” Michelle said.
“Felt like it’d never get here,” said Penelope. “I’ll see you on the other side.”
“Yeah.” Michelle shook Penelope’s hand, holding it tightly, feeling her pulse. “Best of
luck.”
“Christ, almighty,” muttered Penelope. “This is the beginning of something, but it feels
like the fucking end times, doesn’t it?”
Michelle agreed but only replied, “Like you said, see you on the other side.” She didn’t
release her grip on Penelope’s hand.
“What?”
“I just didn’t expect it to be like this. The distance. At the end. With us.”
Penelope put her free hand on Michelle’s shoulder and pulled her in. Michelle wrapped
her arms around Penelope, feeling the older woman’s warmth.
“It’s nothing but a bump in the road,” said Penelope. “Maybe you were right about being
more cautious; maybe I was right it didn’t matter. But we’re here now. We did it. If nothing else,
we got this far. We went from talk to action. Who else can say that?”
“No one,” whispered Michelle.

Chapter Ten: The Revolt

Danielle sat in the front passenger seat; Penelope manned the wheel; Jacob, Ahmed, and
Clara sat in the back, all stoic. Rain tapped on the windshield. Penelope turned on the radio and
the broadcaster warned of heavier rains as the night went on.
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“Bad for the others,” Penelope muttered.
Danielle wanted to ask Ahmed and Clara what brought them to the group, but she didn’t
know if conversation held interest to them. A quick look outside told Danielle that, barring
traffic, they would reach Tyrius within twenty minutes. A long time for silence when surrounded
by others. For the first time in a while, Danielle felt some urge for communication lest she
ruminate too much on what her fate would be.
Perhaps Penelope sensed Danielle’s discomfort because she said, “I wish you guys got to
know each other beforehand. I think you’d have gotten along.”
“We’re a bunch of people heading out to take others hostage,” said Clara. “I have a
feeling our social cues might be a little askew.”
Laughs came, more from the need to relieve tension than anything else.
“I wonder what it’s like for Lace and all of them to be sitting there and then-” Ahmed
snapped his fingers. “Boom. We’re there and everything changes for them.”
“Hopefully they’ll shit themselves,” said Clara. “We can catch that on video, too.”
The laughs were weaker that time. Danielle looked out the window, looking for the other
van. “No sign of Michelle,” she said.
“You’ve been in the car with her,” said Penelope. “Drives like a mad woman. And people
say I’m angry. That girl is getting out some issues when she has access to a pedal.” She snorted.
“She’s always been like that, too. I sure hope all of this gives her some peace.”
“Peace?” said Clara. “What an outcome that’ll be.”
“This is our day,” said Penelope. “No matter what happens to us, we can always look
back at this moment and know we changed the future. That should bring us all some peace.”
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Penelope took the car off the highway and was greeted with city traffic. “We should put
on the masks as soon as we’re in sight of the Tyrius building.”
“What masks?” Danielle asked.
“This one,” Jacob said from behind her. A ski mask landed on her lap.
“Anonymity probably won’t help you escape unscathed,” said Penelope, “but it’ll scare
the shit outta them when we walk in like this. Or when you do. They’ll see my face. I owe ‘em
that much. They deserve to see the person who has been gunning for them for years while they
rode roughshod over everyone else. They need to know someone was watching.” She honked the
horn at a pedestrian crossing the street. “And this guy needs to get the fuck out of my way.”

#

Michelle carried a large case in her right hand, as did Beth and James. Bruce carried
nothing, pretending to be their boss. They entered through the front door of the office building
across from the Seagrad Tower, Bruce telling the guards he was bringing in some new material
for his office. The guards made them sign in and, figuring it made no difference now, Michelle
did so, putting down her real name with a heard over the i.
After that, it was a swift walk to the elevator and a quick ride to the top floor.
“Here we are,” Beth said from beside her. “This is it.”
“About time,” said James.
Michelle let Bruce out first and he led them to a door down the hall, which in turn led to a
staircase that went to the roof. Rain came down and Michelle silently cursed their luck. It
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probably wouldn’t matter, but she wanted no more risks than necessary, at least not until they
reached the inside of the Seagrad Tower.
Across from the roof, but another ten stories up, was the glass floor where the
businessmen of the City currently partied and schemed during their bacchanal. The distance
between the roof and her target seemed larger than she’d imagined, like space had distorted.
Michelle opened up her case and removed a backpack with her laptop inside and five
state of the art grapple guns courtesy of Father Michael (is he watching the TV right now, she
wondered, waiting to see when, or if, this goes down?). She handed a grapple gun to each of the
others.
Beth handed her an AK-47 with a strap on it and Michelle slung it over her shoulder, the
magazine pressing into her back. She threw her backpack around her opposite shoulder. James
handed her a Glock and she put it between her back and her pants’ waistband. She glanced
behind her and saw the others had similarly armed themselves. “Ready?” she asked them.
“Always,” Bruce said.
Michelle picked up one of the two remaining grapple guns and aimed it towards the top
floor. She pulled the trigger and the grapple shot out, followed by a rope. The grapple hit just
above one of the glass floor and bounced off with a clank.
“Oh, fuck,” said Michelle, retracting the grapple.
“It’s fine,” said Bruce. “Use the gun.”
“That’ll send them running faster than the grapple will.”
“No choice now.”
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Michelle unslung the AK-47 and aimed. She pulled the trigger and held it down for three
seconds. The shots were louder than she expected, but they did the job, one of the glass windows
on the top floor shattering, offering them an entrance.
She handed her grapple gun to Bruce. “You should probably do mine. Apparently I’m a
shit shot.”
Bruce didn’t seem to even take aim. As soon as he held the gun he fired it and the grapple
hooked into the now exposed ceiling.
“See you in a few,” she said, taking the grapple gun from Bruce. She stepped to the edge
of the building and looked down. Might as well have been looking down into an abyss. Vertigo
came, of course, but her determination kept enough of it at bay.
She flicked the switch on the side of the gun and it began to pull her upwards to her
ultimate destination. She allowed it to pull her off the roof and she swung through the air
between the two buildings. The rope from the grapple ended up being looser than she’d thought
and she realized she’d swing into the side of the Seagrad Tower. Jutting out her feet, she did her
best to brace for impact. She recalled, briefly, going to a rock climbing birthday party when she
was ten. She didn’t want to go, but her parents told her she had to, although they couldn’t afford
to buy a present and sent Michelle with only a card. She managed to get only halfway up the
rock wall, the rope tight around her, squeezing, before fear and humiliation paralyzed her.
Looking down, she saw the other kids watching her. Why? What did they expect? Only later did
she realize they could tell she was becoming upset and they watched so they could see her
breakdown.
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The impact against the Seagrad Tower hit Michelle harder than she expected and she let
out a grunt, her legs shuddering from the blow. The grapple did not relent and continued to pull
her up. The rain caused her hands to slip just an inch and for one moment she saw herself falling.
But no. She held on and within seconds she was pulled into the Seagrad Tower.
The guests in the room stared at her and it occurred to Michelle they probably didn’t
realize what went going on, at least not until she pointed her AK-47 at them. “Back against the
other side,” she said, keeping her voice deep.
There were probably fifty of them and Michelle recognized a few from the files she’d
looked at, but their names escaped her now. They were silent as they moved back, the reality of
the situation hitting them. Michelle smiled. Good. Let them be terrified.
The sound of another hook smashing into the ceiling came from behind her and Beth
joined her a moment later, followed by James. “Go to the stairs,” she said. “If anyone comes up
tell ‘em to turn around or you’ll shoot them.”
They nodded and headed towards the entrance to the stairs.
Michelle glanced back outside and saw Bruce taking aim. His shot went as well as before
and he began the journey up to her.
He didn’t make it.
Whether the rain got the best of his grip or his strength gave out, Michelle would never
know. All she saw was her friend falling into the abyss, with only the streetlights below, and she
screamed and screamed.

#
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Danielle pulled the ski mask over her face. The cloth itched and she had to adjust the
mask a couple of times before she could see out of it well. She pulled down the sun visor and
looked at the mirror on the back of it. Her reflection wore the black mask, too, her blonde hair
cascading out of it. The reflection smiled at her and Danielle pushed the visor back up.
Outside, Tyrius waited for her; up close, the building looked like it reached into the
heavens. Penelope drove the van around the back, towards the garage. They took another left and
descended a hill that led to the garage. The entrance was tall, but narrow and a steel lever
blocked access. A thin machine about five feet high stood just outside the entrance, waiting for
an access card. Penelope rolled down her window and put her card through the machine’s slot;
the lever in front of the van lifted. Penelope hit the gas and they proceeded into the garage.
There weren’t too many other cars, maybe every tenth space was full, if that. Danielle
looked at the car radio and saw the time: 8:10. There’d still be some people working, but most
late nights were worked from home.
“Guard is coming,” said Clara.
Sure enough, Danielle spotted a guard coming towards the back of the van, waving his
arms. He chewed on a piece of gum and had the look of someone who’d gotten used to a lack of
excitement in life.
Penelope pulled the van into an empty space, smiling. She opened her door and stepped
out. Danielle took off her seatbelt and turned around.
“Hey, there,” Penelope said to the guard, almost shouting. “There a problem?”
The guard replied, but Danielle couldn’t hear him.
“Yeah, I have the card right here,” Penelope said as she reached the guard. She reached
into her pocket and brought out a cloth. She punched the guard in his solar plexus, her arm
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coming faster than Danielle would’ve thought possible. The guard staggered backwards and
Penelope grabbed him, pressing the cloth against his mouth. Ten seconds came and went before
Penelope let the guard drop to the floor and came back to the van. “Might as well get out here,”
she said. “This is as good a place as any to park.”
Danielle stepped out and surveyed the area, trying to ignore the unconscious guard. She’d
never been in the garage before. Which car was Lace’s? Or Grammell’s? And that assumed they
even drove themselves.
“Take this,” Jacob said. He came beside her and gave her a handgun, the same type she’d
practiced with back at the house with Bruce. The cold of its metal stung her hand.
“Thanks,” she said.
Jacob attached a silencer to the end of his gun.
“What’s that for?” she asked.
“Hopefully nothing. But just in case we run into trouble, I don’t want the whole building
knowing we’re here.”
None of the others had silencers, so Danielle hoped he told the truth.
“Let’s go,” called Penelope. She strode across the garage, holding a briefcase in one hand
and her gun in the other. As promised, she remained unmasked.
Danielle jogged to catch up with her. “We want the top floor,” she said.
“Oh, I know,” said Penelope.
They reached the elevator and Penelope tapped the call button with the snout of her gun.
She turned to look back at Danielle and the others. “No turning back once this opens up,” she
said. “If you want to go, well, I guess now is the last chance.”
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No one moved, although Danielle briefly pictured herself dropping her gun and running
out into the rain. But towards what? She couldn’t picture a destination, only darkness.
The doors slid open and a thought hit Danielle. “What if someone calls for the elevator
on the way up? People will freak out.”
“You’re right,” said Penelope. “But the elevator won’t open.”
Inside the elevator, Jacob removed the control panel and linked one of the wires to his
phone. “State of the art elevator,” he told Danielle. He tapped the top of the control panel where
a keypad was. “Ever wonder what this was for?”
“Not really,” she admitted.
“It overrides the elevator so it goes directly to the floor you want. If Lace gets in, he
doesn’t want to have to stop on every floor so he just enters in his key code and up he goes.”
A soft beep came.
“That’d be it,” said Jacob.
Everyone joined Jacob in the elevator and it began its ascent. No one spoke; even
Penelope seemed unsure as to what to say. When they reached the top floor, Danielle was hit
with more silence; she expected someone to be there, someone who would start screaming and
the scream would reverberate throughout the building, unleashing chaos. Instead, there was no
one there, not even the obnoxious secretary.
Jacob walked out first, followed by Penelope, then Ahmed and Clara, and finally
Danielle. Danielle’s stomach tightened, her mind no longer able to keep all of her emotions back,
feelings and regrets seeping in through cracks. She took in a long, slow breath. Be calm, she told
herself. You can be calm. It’s like this is all just a dream.
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Jacob, Ahmed, and Clara continued down the hall, but Penelope halted and said to
Danielle, “I don’t think they’ll recognize you, but it’s always possible. If they do, are you ready
for that?”
Danielle nodded. What choice did she have at this point?
Penelope came closer, placing the suitcase and gun on the floor. “I can tell you’re
nervous, honey. Even with the mask.” She put her hands on both of Danielle’s shoulder and a
little warmth grew in Danielle, not unlike the first buzz of heroin. “Mark my words: everything is
going to be okay. You’re my friend and I will do everything to protect you. You’ve seen the
magic I can work so I know you believe me.”
Danielle gave a brief nod.
Penelope smiled, picked up her belongings, and resumed her walk, not bothering to catch
up with the others since they’d all halted at the end of the hall, waiting for their leader. “Oh, go
on now,” she said to them. “Open the doors.” She spread her arms. “Let’s give them their
reckoning.”

#

The businessmen in the room lived and Bruce didn’t. Michelle wondered, not for the first
time, what type of world she’d been thrust into after birth. One that excelled in cruelty, no doubt
about it. One that embraced the unfair, the mundane, and the absurd.
Her screams of rage and grief, the cries of a banshee, did little to calm the guests. They
were wide eyed and terrified, marinated in sweat. One of them managed to speak, a tall man with
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gray hair and thick rimmed glasses. On a normal day, he probably looked powerful. “Is it money
you want?” he asked. “I can give you some. We all can.”
Michelle’s grip on the gun tightened. She could shoot him. She could shoot him and at
least one of them would join Bruce. It wouldn’t make up for his death, but it’d be a step towards
evening the cosmic scales. “I don’t want money,” she said, making sure grief did not enter her
voice, only hate. “I want you, all of you, to answer for what you’ve done. I’m aware of what you
people are. Of what you do.”
One hand on her gun, she took off her backpack. She pointed at a woman towards the
front of the group, one young, probably not completely corrupted yet. “There’s a laptop in the
pack. Take it out and sit it on the food table over there. If you spill anything on it, I will kill you.
I will not hesitate. Do not doubt that.”
The woman did as she was told, occasionally fumbling from nerves. The sight had a
certain satisfaction for Michelle, but there were other plans to be made. She called out for Beth,
while she examined the hostages, watching to see if any looked like they wanted to try at being a
hero. They were cowards, but even cowards could gain a temporary spine.
Beth came to her side. “A guard came up the stairs and we sent him back down. He’s
probably calling the cops now. I figure it doesn’t matter.”
“Not at all,” said Michelle.
“Where’s Bruce?”
“Gone.” Michelle looked back towards the window, seeing his grapple still stuck in the
ceiling. She wanted to rip it down, but she knew she couldn’t reach it.
“What do you mean?” asked Beth.
Michelle ignored her and asked the girl, “Is that fucking computer on yet?”
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#

Only Lace and Jonathan sat in Lace’s office. Whatever meeting had been scheduled
either already ended or never happened. Neither Lace nor Jonathan looked towards the doors
when Jacob opened them, not until Penelope said, “On your feet.”
What Lace thought when he saw Penelope surrounded by four armed people, Danielle
could only guess because his face remained opaque. Jonathan appeared confused, perhaps
wondering if this was a display of some sort. He didn’t stand.
To his credit, Lace did. “And who are you?” he asked, pocketing his hands.
“Someone you should’ve seen coming for quite some time,” said Penelope.
Danielle remained behind Penelope, but the others spread out, their guns pointed at the
two men. One pull of a muscle and the two people who’d controlled Danielle’s job for the past
five years would be gone. All a dream, though, she thought. That’s all this is.
“I’m afraid that doesn’t quite answer my question,” said Lace.
“Where’s everyone else?” Penelope asked.
“Who do you mean?”
“You were supposed to be having a meeting.”
Lace turned to Jonathan. “Sounds like someone has been spying on us. Sadly, the
meeting was cancelled this morning. Deborah called in sick- the flu. I imagine she’ll be quite
happy she got it. Once she couldn’t make it I had Jonathan tell the others not to come.”
Penelope stood in the center of the room, not moving, not even bothering to lift her gun.
The other three continued to move in, a noose tightening.
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“Time for you to make a call,” said Penelope. “Have the building evacuated. Including
security.”
“That might be difficult,” said Lace.
“The benefit of being the king is that no one can question your orders no matter how
strange they might seem.”
Lace shrugged and picked up the phone.
The seconds ticked by and Danielle wondered how she’d ever patiently waited for
someone to pick up the phone in the past.
“Yes, this is Lace. Please tell all the employees to leave the building at once. Once you’re
certain of that, you should also leave. I’m having someone come in who wishes to remain
anonymous and he’s asking that I take rather strident measures.” A pause. “I assure you, I’ll be
quite safe. I understand your objections, but I’m not worried.” Another pause. “Ah, yes, the next
shift, good question.” His eyes flicked towards Penelope.
“How long until the next shift?” she asked.
“Four hours,” said Lace.
“Won’t matter by then,” said Penelope. “Tell ‘em it’s fine.”
“Yes, they should come on time,” said Lace. “Yes, I am sure. Thank you.” He hung the
phone up. “Satisfied?”
“You didn’t throw in any code words, did you?”
“Ah, no.” He laughed. “Clearly something to put into play going forward. Not that it’d do
anything in a situation like this. I could have the entire Marine Corps moving up the hallway and
if you really wanted to kill me you still could.”
“Glad you see the obvious.”
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“I’m not someone who likes to fool myself.”
Penelope placed her suitcase on the empty chair in front of Lace’s desk. “You have
nothing to say?” she asked Jonathan.
“I don’t know,” he said, his voice soft, cowed. “What do you want me to say?”
“It must feel weird, not knowing what to do. How long have you lived your life confident
that you could do whatever you wanted and everything would work out just fine?”
Jonathan said nothing.
Seeing Jonathan like that did bring some small satisfaction to Danielle. Not only did he
not know what to say, he didn’t even seem to know how to react. This probably felt like a dream
to him, too, like a part of the world had opened up and placed him in this situation where he just
didn’t fit in.
“Do you have a weapon?” Penelope asked Lace.
“I don’t have a gun hidden in my desk,” said Lace. “Although, again, something else I
should make a note about in the future.”
“See, I find that hard to believe,” said Penelope. “Stand against the window. Now.”
Lace moved back a few steps, pressing himself up against the window, all of downtown
behind him. The buildings were shadows dotted with lights. In the distance, two helicopters
raced towards the Seagrad Tower. Below, flashing lights made their way towards the tower, too.
“Want to know something funny?” asked Lace. “I’ve never shot a gun in my life. Not
once. Never felt the urge despite what we do here. At the beginning, I had a partner who was into
the mechanics; I was always the paper guy. He showed people the hardware; I showed them the
smiles.”
“Where is he now?” asked Penelope.
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“Dead. Cancer.” Lace’s mouth thinned. “Young, too. Any of us can die at any time, I
learned that then and I haven’t forgotten it.”
The whine of another helicopter came from outside and a news chopper flew overhead.
Whatever Michelle was up to in the Seagrad Tower, people had found out. Danielle hoped that
fit into their plan.
“Is that why you’re so calm?” Penelope asked Lace.
“I suppose so. Does my calmness bother you?”
“Makes me think you’re not taking me too seriously.”
“I am.” But he smiled and Danielle knew the smile killed a part of Penelope. Mockery,
elitism, cruelty, all the elements of society Penelope hated were in that smile.
Danielle didn’t know quite how much she hated them, though. At least, not until
Penelope replied to Lace’s smile by shooting Jonathan Grammell in the head.

#

Julian Mason’s phone vibrated.
He opened his eyes and glanced at the time. 8:45. He’d meant to take a half hour nap at 4
o’clock, but it had clearly turned into something else. The curse of being “on leave.”
The phone vibrated again. He snatched it off the table and saw it informed him of an
“urgent news alert.” The phrase was so vague as to be meaningless; could’ve meant anything
from nuclear Armageddon to the mayor’s cat stuck in a tree.
Terrorists Takes Hostages at Seagrad Tower
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Whatever remnants of sleep remained in him vanished. “Holy shit,” he said to himself.
“Holy shit, holy shit, holy shit.” He put on the TV and switched the channel to the news. A
reporter wearing a black suit with a green tie spoke from the downtown area of the City. He
looked serious both in facial expression and in style, dark hair with a hint of gray and a face with
just a couple of wrinkles. He nodded a lot as he spoke. Behind him, the police barricaded the
street.
“Right now, a lot is still unknown,” said the reporter. A strip appeared below him,
reading: Harold Sawkins: Senior Terrorism Analyst. Julian briefly wondered what one had to do
to get that title.
“What we can tell you,” Sawkins continued, “is that there appears to have been four
attackers. Three are in the Seagrad Tower now. One died on the way in, falling from his cable as
they scaled the building. I imagine the police are considering moving a small force in to take out
the remaining terrorists. Think Zero Dark Thirty. That’s also dangerous because, if they’re
spotted, the terrorists could kill all the hostages. Until we know what it is that the terrorists want,
it’s hard to predict how the police will respond.”
A man’s voice from off screen asked Sawkins, “Are the police giving any indication as to
what the terrorists want?”
Sawkins shook his head. “No, they’re not speaking to any reporters. Right now, as far as
we know, this could be literally anything at all. They might have the entire building wired with
explosives, ready to blow at a moment’s notice. Terrifying.”
Julian stood up, sat back down, and stood up once more. He wanted to call someone,
anyone, to tell them that he’d been right after all. Weathers had been wrong to suspend him and
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the two assholes from Homeland Security would have mud on their face before long. The three
terrorists in theThree, he realized, was a small number. Even counting the dead one, four still seemed too
small for this. It also didn’t take into account Penelope’s fixation with Tyrius.
This meant only half the picture was clear, at least to the police and likely to the FBI, too.
Weathers and whoever had taken over the case had access to his reports and the video of the
interview with Bell, but none of them were thinking about the part concerning Tyrius. They’d be
too focused on the Seagrad Tower. Everyone would be. They probably wouldn’t even bother to
consider the conclusions he’d made weeks before.
Julian rushed into his bedroom and went to his closet, grabbing his gun and two extra
clips.

#

Sharp wind blew into the Seagrad Tower through the shattered window. The droning of a
helicopter steadily grew. The hostages murmured among themselves as the young woman set the
laptop up.
Michelle spotted the helicopter outside and knew it was coming her way. If it was a
police helicopter, they could conceivably open fire on her. It’d be a stupid decision considering
all the hostages, but she wouldn’t put it past an idiot with a machine gun.
“Listen up,” she shouted. We’re spreading out. Form a circle around me. Stand against
the windows.” She snorted. “Don’t fall out the open one.”
The hostages began to disperse, lining up against the windows as ordered.
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Michelle said to the young woman, “What’s your name?”
“Kathy,” she replied, not looking up.
“Well, Kathy, you’re my new pal. Laptop on? Good. Clear one of the tables of food and
then set the laptop on it. I don’t care which one. Don’t do anything stupid or I’ll shoot you and
five others. Do you understand?”
Kathy nodded. She was young, Michelle thought.
“How old are you?” Michelle asked.
“Twenty-six.”
“Well, you’ve made some bad life choices and ended up here. But there’s still a lot of
time left for you to figure yourself out if you follow my instructions, okay?”
The sound of another helicopter came and Michelle’s skin prickled. It’d have been easier
with Bruce. How? She didn’t know. But it would’ve been.
Kathy cleared a table of fruit and placed the laptop on it. The desktop screen was already
open. “No wi-fi,” said Kathy.
“There’s an adapter in the bag,” said Michelle. “It should connect within minutes.
There’s also a piece of paper in there with a website. Once there, activate the stream and turn the
webcam on. Can you do these things?”
“Yeah, yeah, I know how.”
“Good.” Michelle took out her cell phone and called Penelope. She positioned the phone
between her shoulder and ear while pointing her gun in a different direction every few seconds,
making sure no one tried to charge her.
Give it a shot, she thought. Just one of you. Give it a shot. Let me do it. Please, let me do
it.
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#

Part of Jonathan Grammell’s skull sat five feet from his prone body. What seemed like
gallons of blood poured out of his scalp, turning the floor around him into a pool. Never before
had Danielle appreciated just how much blood the human body contained.
Jonathan was dead, of course, Danielle knew that, at least intellectually. But Penelope
had said there’d be no killing, certainly none in such a cold-blooded fashion, and part of
Danielle’s brain tried to justify what occurred. Did Penelope see a weapon? Did she think
Jonathan was about to charge her? Was his life even worth worrying about anyway? Would he
have given a shit if it was Danielle who’d gotten killed? Did that matter?
The other three in the group said nothing, but she could tell they were put out. Ahmed
had even taken a couple steps back when Penelope fired. Apparently, some of the plan Penelope
kept to herself or, even more frightening, some of it she made up as she went along.
“What did that accomplish?” Lace asked. “We were cooperating.” His voice stayed the
same as before. Danielle tried to see some sort of change in him, but he remained as nonchalant
as before.
“Not really,” said Penelope. She pointed at him, gun in her hand. “You were snide and he
didn’t even get up like I told him to.” She reached into her pocket with her free hand and
removed her phone. “Hello?”
The blood continued to travel across the floor, breaking into individual streams, reaching
out in all directions. Impressive, in its own way. Just like back at the bank, a lifetime ago.
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Danielle saw her reflection in it and thought back to Penelope’s pool, the question of what
Penelope saw in it never more pressing.
“What? How?” Penelope said into the phone. Her voice no longer contained venom, but
the warmth remained absent. “Christ. Well, call me back if anything else happens.” She stuffed
the phone back into her pocket. “Bruce is dead,” she announced. “So we’ll consider our lifeless
friend here a way of evening out the scorecard.”
Danielle’s breath escaped her for a moment.
“Is everyone else okay?” asked Clara. With her mask on, she looked even sturdier and
more intimidating than the two men. What life had she lived that brought her here?
“Yes. Seems like everything over there is on track.”
“May I ask what else is going on?” said Lace. “Are you holding other people here
captive?”
“Oh, not here. Over at the Seagrad Tower. They’re having that big meeting that you
thought you were too important for. We didn’t want you to feel left out so we came here, too.”
She half-laughed and half-hissed. “You got yourself a personal performance. It’s been ten
minutes since you called security, by the way. How fast will people have left?”
“Fast,” said Lace. “They’re probably gone.”
Penelope pointed to Jacob and said, “Bring him out of here.” She glanced at Danielle.
“Where is there a conference room with a TV?”
“Two floors down,” said Danielle, hoping she got it right. “Just outside the elevator.”
“Take him there,” Penelope told Jacob. “Put the TV on and make sure he doesn’t leave. If
he stays around here for much longer, I might just snap.”
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Jacob escorted Lace from the room, staying a couple of feet behind him. Lace didn’t say
a word, didn’t even look in Danielle’s direction on his way out.
Penelope walked over to his desk and sat behind it, letting out a sigh. She motioned
towards Clara and Ahmed. “You two should go downstairs, make sure everyone is gone. Anyone
who is left, round ‘em up. Hopefully there’ll be no one, though. I have a feeling that when Lace
says jump everyone else asks how high.”
Clara and Ahmed nodded, following Jacob out the door. Danielle wished she could’ve
gone with them.
“I’m sorry,” said Penelope.
Danielle shrugged. “For what?”
“You know what for. Losing my cool. After everything I promised you.” She swiveled
the chair around and Danielle only saw the top of the back of her head. “I guess I’m just angrier
than I thought I was. Hell of a time to figure it out, though.”
Danielle wanted to comfort her and wanted to run, at once. Penelope old voice was back,
though, and that kept Danielle stationed, at least until she figured out what version of Penelope
was the real one. “I understand.”
“Do you? I hope so. If not, put it on me and no one else. Everything else will go
according to plan.”
“What about Bruce?” Danielle asked. She remembered him as he was the first night they
met, the happy, but sickly man who didn’t look like he could be a threat to anyone.
“They had to cable up ten floors of the building. He slipped, it seems. What a way to go.”
Was that a crack in her voice? “What now?”
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Penelope turned the chair around. Her face appeared clear and alert, no hint of distress.
“Let’s see what the news is saying.” She grabbed the television remote off the desk and the TV
went on at the other end of the room. The news presented a live aerial shot of the Seagrad Tower.
Danielle could see a broken window, no doubt where Michelle had gone in. At the bottom of the
screen, the chyron read: Heart of American Economy Under Attack.
“You see that title?” Penelope asked. “They might as well have had that up for the past
fifty years.”
The voice of the newscaster came over the images. It was clear the newsman had little to
no clue what went on inside and speculated wildly, from environmentalists on the loose to a
radical Islamic strike. Danielle half expected him to mention the possibility of an alien invasion.
“Even if they knew what was going on, they wouldn’t say it, not really,” said Penelope.
“They’re all under the thumb of people like Lace. They wouldn’t dare broadcast what we’re
really trying to do.” She stood up. “I think I’m going to speak with Lace.”
“You sure that’s a good idea?” asked Danielle.
“I’m leaving my gun, don’t worry.” She placed it on the empty chair, next to the laptop.
“Now I won’t be able to give in to my lesser impulses.”
“Why do you want to talk to him?” Danielle asked. Penelope walked out without replying
and Danielle was left only to appreciate how empty Lace’s office had become.

#
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A phone rang, the sound piercing Michelle’s ears. The ring didn’t come from a cell
phone; it was too loud for that. In her mind, she went through the pictures Danielle had brought
in, trying to recall if a phone cropped up in any.
The side of the elevator.
“Answer the phone,” she told Kathy.
Kathy hurried to the phone and Michelle glanced at the laptop’s progress. It’d attached to
the internet, but Kathy hadn’t brought up the webpage yet. Michelle considered doing it herself,
but didn’t want to appear overeager.
“It’s for you,” Kathy said from the elevator. “At least, I think. Is your name Penelope?”
More than the choppers, more even than Bruce’s death, that question chilled her. How do
they know our names so soon? she thought. “Bring me the phone.”
“It’s, uh, a short cord.”
“You’ve gotta be shitting me,” Michelle muttered, moving to grab it. She cradled the
phone between her shoulder and ear. “Who is this?”
“Is this Penelope?” a deep voice replied.
“No.”
“Michelle then?”
Hearing her own name made her stomach drop and for a moment she thought she might
gag. She’d lived her life under the radar in the hopes of becoming more than a person, a force of
nature; now, she felt infantilized, laughed at by a voice on the phone.
“I’m taking the silence as a yes,” said the voice. “I’d like to speak to Penelope. Tick
tock.”
“I don’t know who you’re talking about,” said Michelle.
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“Of course you do. Before you, quite smartly, spread out your hostages, we caught a
glimpse of you from a few buildings over and it didn’t take long to make a positive ID. You
spoke with an agent of ours not long ago, remember?”
Michelle wanted to tell the hostages to move so she could see outside, see if she could see
where they were watching her. She could picture herself being shot, though; they probably had
snipers set up with orders to kill at the first opportunity. The nature of the threat she faced had
never seemed more gargantuan. “I do remember meeting him, yeah. So in that case, I’m guessing
you know what I’m doing here.”
“In general, yes. But it doesn’t really matter.”
“Oh, is that right?”
“Yes, absolutely, Michelle. You see, the only issue you should be considering is how you
can get out alive. Is your life something you’re still interested in?”
“Y’know, who the fuck are you, exactly? Why am I even talking to you?”
“I might be someone watching you from an adjacent building. I might be in one of the
helicopters. Or I might be states away. I might be a man or I might be a woman using a voice
modulator. Does it matter? From where I am, all that matters is if you can get out of this alive or
if this will all be for nothing.”
The hostages watched Michelle closely as she talked and she did her best to meet their
eyes, to show them she remained in control and nothing would dismantle what she had planned
for them. She wanted to scream it at them, but if she had to tell them she was in charge then she
wasn’t. “I already have what a want. These people and a captive audience. We’re done here.”
“Oh, hold on a moment,” said the voice. “You don’t want money, it seems. Do you have
demands?”
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“None, so why don’t-”
“We figured that, too. That means what you want isn’t ours to give. It means you want
something from the other people in there. They’re not just hostages, are they? They’re an integral
part of your plan. That’s funny. You’re relying on the people you hate to help you o-”
Michelle hung up, realizing she never should’ve taken the call in the first place.

Chapter Eleven: The Intermission

Jacob paced outside the door to the conference room, Glock in his right hand, fiddling
with it, nerves clearly on edge. Penelope couldn’t blame him, not after what she did upstairs,
after she slipped, after she lost control, the one thing she’d promised herself she wouldn’t do.
Nothing in life was less attractive than an inability to have self-control.
“He been all quiet in there?” Penelope asked.
Jacob nodded, still fiddling with his gun. “Hasn’t made a peep. The TV is on, but he’s
been looking out the window most of the time.”
Penelope entered the conference room. Jacob’s summary had been correct. The TV,
embedded into the wall and currently muted, showed footage of the Seagrad Tower with the new
caption: Terrorism Strikes at Heart of American Economy. Lace stood near the window, hands
clasped behind his back, looking out towards the Seagrad Tower itself. Rain lashed against the
window, obscuring the view, but the outline of the Tower remained, always there, even in the
night.
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“Perhaps you’re a little more convinced of our seriousness now,” said Penelope. A sharp
edge entered her voice.
“I’m convinced,” said Lace. He about-faced on his heel and shrugged. “You didn’t have
to kill Jonathan to prove to me you’re serious. Effective is a different story.”
Penelope kicked one of the swivel chairs towards the television. It hit the wall and
bounced into one of the other chairs. “Take a look at the television and then tell me we’re not
effective.”
“Oh, I took a look,” he said. “It was interesting for a few minutes, but repetitive after that.
It’s positively pornographic, isn’t it? Playing the images over and over again, giving viewers a
cheap thrill as they wait to see if a bunch of people are slaughtered or not. To top it off, they
have the nerve to act like they’re providing a public service. My God, you spend some time in
the public eye and, let me tell you, you realize how the media are sycophants who beg for the
tiniest of crumbs. You should’ve gone after them.”
“Maybe they’ll be up next,” said Penelope. She took a seat in the chair nearest the door.
“So have you figured out who I am?”
Lace sat at the head of the table and crossed his arms. “My worst nightmare, right? You
just might be right about that, although you’re far from the first person to threaten my life, I’m
sad to say.” He snorted and scratched at his face. “What a world.”
The skin around Penelope’s mouth tightened as she formed a warped smile. “I have no
trouble believing that there are others out to get you.”
“I’m glad we’re in agreement once again.” He leaned back in his chair, the wheels
squeaking as the chair slid back a few inches. “So you’re planning on sending a message to the
populace or something? Get everyone to rise up? Or are you just planning on mass slaughter?”
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The rain continued to tap the side of the building. For a couple of minutes, no other sound
came. Penelope stared at Lace, as if daring him to guess her intentions.
“Suddenly speechless?” Lace asked. “I’ve only known you for a bit, but that seems unlike
you. You don’t hit me as an unintelligent woman nor one who is easily cowed. In another life,
you’d have been very effective in a position like mine.”
“You might as well smack me.”
He spread his arms. “Well, I intended it as a compliment. You know how to instill loyalty
in people and that’s an underrated talent. So many others think that by keeping a hardline they’ll
make sure their employees don’t get out of line. Fire someone every once in a while, cut them
down come bonus season, show them that they don’t really have any power. That’s not me,
though. Fear can be a motivator, but, in the long run, loyalty is always better. Did you know that
every employee here, down to the janitor, gets a bonus each year? Oh, don’t bother to answer, I
already know what you’re going to say.”
“That I don’t care?” replied Penelope.
“Pretty much.” He drummed his hands on the table. “So what’ll it be? Are you here to
kill me? I’d rather you didn’t, but if truth be told I always figured I’d die by violence. When
you’re a man in my position, you make enemies no matter how hard you try and the enemies you
make here are ones a fair bit more dangerous than some schoolyard bully. So I’ve made my
peace with death. I’ve made my peace with my place in the world. Nothing can take that away,
not even you shooting me. Although, like I said, I’d rather you not. And you want to know
something? I don’t think you will.”
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“You might just get a few more years out of life, yeah, although they’ll be a lot emptier
after I air what this company has been doing.” Penelope waited to see if his face changed, if any
fear grew on it.
Lace swiveled the chair to the side and pointed out the window. “Is that what they’re
doing, too? Holding everyone hostage to get the world’s attention so that they can air all the dirty
laundry?”
“Got it in one,” said Penelope.
Now Lace pointed to the TV. “Ah, so you think they’ll air what they’re saying?”
“I wouldn’t trust the media to air this,” said Penelope. “We’re going to stream it online.
The digital world offers a lot more outlets than people realize. Once it’s found the message will
spread.”
“That’s rather optimistic. But that’s even if the message does air and your people over
there aren’t all killed first.”
“It’s a hard place for the police to storm without being noticed. Should they begin to
attack, well, I don’t need to tell you what my people will do.”
“Start killing hostages, I know, I know. Textbook stuff. And a good enough plan, I guess,
from where you’re sitting. But from where I’m sitting?” He shook his head. “No, no, no. You
see, you don’t really understand the world you’re in. Those people in the Tower can all be killed
and nothing would change. There are thousands who would take their positions in a heartbeat
even if they thought there was a chance of this happening again. So think on this: the powers that
be have a choice to make. They can let a few businessmen die or they can let the secrets of
corruption flood the world. Which do you think they pick?”
“They won’t risk having all their friends die.”
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“Friends? Are you serious? No one is friends. There’s no such thing in their world. Why
do you think I’m here and not over there? They pat each other on the back, but only if they think
they’re getting something out of it. No, if it means keeping the good ol’ boys network afloat then
they’ll watch all those hostages die. Hell, you could be threatening to detonate a nuke in the City
and I’d only give it a 50/50 chance that they don’t go ahead and try and kill you all anyway.
“You think you’re dealing with people and that’s your problem. You’re not. People can
be persuaded if you try hard enough, sure. But you’re dealing with a system, one that’s ingrained
and you think this little show and tell operation is going to change that?
“You’re a pawn in a game you don’t even understand. Hell, half the people watching this
want you to kill everyone. What a rallying cry that’ll be! Evil terrorists strike at American way of
life! American businesses under assault! Businessmen’s lives matter! You’re practically doing
them a favor and of course you’re sitting down there acting like you don’t see this, that I’m some
madman, but I’ve been around long enough and I know how this’ll go down. I could dump raw
sewage into the harbor on a daily fucking basis and get away with it. Do you think anyone in
power wants to give up that type of privilege? They’ll do anything to stop you, even if it means
you slaughter twenty or thirty people. Fuck it, they don’t care.”
Penelope stood up, walked to the door, and let out a sigh. “I’m sorry you see it that way. I
think you underestimate our capabilities, though. But it’s interesting to hear you lay it all out for
me, admit what you’re really a part of. You must be so proud of yourself.”
“Oh, you mistake me for being like those others. I’m not. Most of them are Old Money.
They inherited everything from mommy and daddy and got a free ride to Harvard, blow jobs
included. Me? I built this business with my bare hands. I didn’t know what I was getting into.
Not until you’re in the swamp do you realize how deep it is and by that point you’re too
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compromised to do anything about it. So I do what I can where I can. I know you won’t believe
me, and you’ll probably think I’m begging, but I’m as disgusted by them as you are, I promise
you that; I just know that no matter what they’ll prosper.”
“What a stunning example of bravery you are,” said Penelope. “All those weapons and no
influence, how odd.”
“I was waiting for that to come up. Yes, I’m in the defense business. Yes, we make
weapons, but before you start accusing me of being some sort of murderer because of what we
make, keep in mind that if I didn’t do it someone else would and they could be a whole lot
worse.”
Penelope charged back into the room and stopped just short of Lace. She put her palms
on the table and loomed over him. “I’ve seen the pictures. The experiments you’ve done on
people. On people who can’t defend themselves.”
Lace shook his head. “I’m saddened that you believe those. It was Matthew, wasn’t it?
He gave them to you, I bet. Did it ever occur to you that they might be fake? That Matthew was
insane and delusional and made those up? I liked Matthew, we all did, but he wasn’t well.”
“I had those photos checked out,” said Penelope. “I did my research. I heard stories from
others, too. It’s funny how it’s just you and me in here, all alone, and yet you still put up this
front. Doesn’t it get tiring? Don’t you ever just lean back and wonder how long you can keep
lying to everyone and to yourself?”
“People can lie to themselves forever,” said Lace. “Even the worst liar can lie to
themselves convincingly. Luckily, I don’t need to do that. I know the man I am. And let’s be
honest: you’re about my age. You’ve lived a fair bit of life. What you’re doing is a young
person’s game. Lashing out at the system. C’mon. You know this display is beneath you. You
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know that this ends one way and one way only. I’m not out to get you. Before you shot Jonathan,
I even sympathized with you, a little. Yet you were doomed before you even walked in here. I
am not going to beg, but I assure you that I am not your enemy. I am not the man you should be
trying to take down.”
Penelope walked back to the exit. “Just keep telling yourself that,” she said.

Chapter Thirteen: The Standoff

Julian parked three blocks from Tyrius and approached the building from the back,
entering in through the garage. He held his gun in his right hand, scanning the garage for any
guards. He did not expect an army, maybe only a few people here with Penelope, but he did not
intend to get killed in a garage parking lot; heroes didn’t die in garages.
Once he swept through the parking lot, he made for the stairs. He removed his shoes,
worried they’d make too much noise as he ascended the stairs, and made his way up to the
ground floor.
He exited the stairs and came out to a dark hallway. No voices, no movement. Gun aimed
forward, he moved down the hallway, expecting someone to appear out of the darkness,
barreling for him. After a few moments he began to hope for it, the silence too unbearable,
constantly promising danger but never delivering, causing Julian’s nerves to enter overdrive.
At the end of the hall, a door led out into the main entrance to Tyrius. To Julian’s left
were three elevators, to his right were a series of metal detectors. He remembered walking
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through them when he came to see Danielle and Lace; he’d flashed his badge and smiled as the
detectors whined.
Julian crept into the room, hearing breathing coming from elsewhere. He glanced to his
right and saw the cause: near the front doors, two dark figures stared out into the night, both of
them holding handguns. Julian pushed himself against the elevators and took aim at the figures,
one a man and one a woman. The light from the streetlamps shone softly, but Julian pegged the
man for having a beard.
“What do you make of that girl?” the woman asked.
“The blonde?” said the man. “Don’t know. I trust Penelope, but she did seem a little
flighty, right?”
“She did. Can’t blame her too much after Penelope shot that guy.”
“Yeah. That was- I don’t even know.”
“Let’s go with unexpected,” said the woman.
“That’s a good word for it,” said the man. “Then again, I never thought the day would
come when we’d all be he-”
Julian fired twice at the man’s chest, one bullet missing, flying through the glass door
with a screech, and the other hitting the man’s torso, although the exact spot of impact remained
unclear. Blood came from the man and splattered against the glass.
Two more shots came, briefly lighting up the room, and Julian ducked down, the bullets
lodging into the elevator doors. He crawled across the floor and pushed himself against one of
the metal detectors, listening. He could hear footsteps but they echoed too much in the large
room. Time for a risk. He counted down in his head.
Three.
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Two.
OThe woman stepped through the metal detector he lay against. It took Julian a moment to
register what happened, but, no matter how long it took him, the woman didn’t stand a chance.
She looked forward, Julian well out of her eyesight. He pointed his gun up, aiming at her head;
he squeezed the trigger twice and both shots found their home Some of her blood landed on his
face, a couple slipping into his mouth. Tasted sweet and salty. He gagged and spit the blood out.
He pushed himself up and ran to the shot man who was still alive, but barely.
“Where’s Penelope?” Julian asked him.
The man tried to reach for his gun, which sat a few feet away from him. It turned out to
be a feeble attempt, his hand going limp after a couple of inches. Julian kicked the gun away.
“Where’s Penelope?” Julian asked again.
All he got in return was labored breathing so he put the man out of his misery, lighting up
the room once again.

#

Danielle took a seat in Lace’s chair. Comfortable. A wonder Penelope wanted to get out
of it after the havoc that went down. Then again, who knew what she had to say to Lace? Who
knew anything about her now? Or was Danielle being dishonest? Had this darker side of
Penelope always been there? For Danielle to consider just how much she’d willingly allowed the
wool to be pulled over her own eyes would be too much, especially now. Instead, she focused
her attention on Lace’s computer. She wanted to find something, anything, to show she’d been
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right to take up Penelope’s cause. She opened up the control panel and realized she had no idea
what to look for; he probably wouldn’t have anything listed under “Incriminating Material.”
She typed into the control panel’s search bar: experiments.
No search results.
She tried: tests.
No search results.
“Damn,” she said to herself. Who would’ve guessed she should’ve brought a thesaurus?
She glanced back at the news. No changes. At this point, they could’ve been showing the
same thirty seconds on loop. The only interesting note was the steady ticker on the bottom: Oil
Price Drops… Five Dead in Bahamas Due to Tropical Storm Cindy… Killer of Three Men in
Delaware to Stand TrialTrial. Of course. She typed in trials and fifteen documents came up. She arbitrarily
clicked on one and up came a document on developments concerning a smaller, quicker machine
gun. The next trial she opened up talked about a new form of gas. It gave a chemical formula she
didn’t understand. She scrolled through and reached a section that read Test Subjects.
Test Subjects responded poorly to the gas and died within
minutes. Subject One died within ten seconds, likely due to preexisting condition discussed in Section Seven. Subject Two died
in seventy-nine seconds. Subject Three, the healthiest subject,
unsurprisingly lasted the longest: two hundred seconds, although
he lost consciousness after one hundred. Cause of death for all
was loss of blood through anus, mouth, nostrils, and ears. At
this point, while increased testing is suggested, it does appear
that there is no way for any subject to survive its use. The
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value of this drug in both its effectiveness and in its graphic
results should be of high interest to consumers. Our next aim
will be to increase the speed at which the drug takes effect.
Our current estimate is another five to six months.
A video was imbedded below the summary. She clicked on the play button. An image of
a man strapped to a chair appeared. He looked awake, but not coherent. His head bobbed up and
down a little. A voice off-screen spoke to him, but it was too muffled for Danielle to make out
the words. Whatever was said did not have much impact because the man in the chair did not
look in the direction of the voice nor did his behavior change.
The video froze.
“Damn it,” said Danielle. She restarted the video but it froze at the same point. “God
fucking damn it!” She slapped the side of the console and the results were predictably nil.
The next file discussed chemical bombs.
There’s no question that chemical warfare will be an
element of future warfare. Chemical bombs have a wide effect and
therefore can be used in lieu of troops on the ground. Past use
of chemical warfare has been problematic due to long lasting
side effects; this has caused humanitarian concerns from certain
groups. Our hope is that these trials will result in a chemical
bomb that is lethal in the short term but not in the long term.
We are still working on the radius of such bombs, but we aim to
have a radius of at least ten miles, achieving maximum
causalities within minutes before dissipating.
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This file had no video to Danielle’s disappointment. She wanted to see the effects of the
company she’d worked for. She deserved that, the punishment of witnessing human horror.
She’d been complicit for the past years.

#

“I want complete silence!” Michelle called. She considered letting off a shot, but didn’t
want to risk giving the police, or whoever had gathered outside, an excuse to come charging in.
They’d be doing that soon enough, anyway; no need to encourage them.
She walked around the middle of the room, all eyes on her, saying, “Listen. I am going to
put some of you in front of the computer and you are going to read a list of all the shit you and
your company has done to this country and its people. You’ll end it by pledging to never do it
again and by apologizing to the viewers, of which, I can assure you, there’ll be many. You might
as well assume your entire country is watching so apologize like you mean it. You don’t want
them all coming for your head.” The hostages immediately started to look away, not wanting to
be her first pick.
Kathy stood next to the table with the laptop, head down.
“You’re first,” Michelle said to her. “Who do you work for?”
“Me?” Kathy said.
“Yeah, you. Let them see that companies can’t hide behind a pretty fucking face.”
Michelle grabbed the back of Kathy’s head and forced her to her knees, Kathy buckling at the
first sign of pressure. “Who do you work for?”
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“I don’t work for a company!” Kathy screamed. “I work for the mayor. I’m his
representative here. That’s it.”
“Even better,” said Michelle. She grabbed the folder titled “Political” and shoved it into
Kathy’s hands. “Start reading and read it word for word, do you hear me? Do not skip anything
or I will kill you.”
Kathy opened the folder, her hands shaking. Michelle activated the webcam.
“Start reading. Now.”
Tears formed in Kathy’s eyes, but she obeyed, her voice soft. “In the last year, the
mayor’s office has-”
“Louder!”
“Okay. The mayor’s office has met with the heads of businesses fifteen times in his office
and has attended parties and campaign events held by the top ten businesses in the City ten times.
He has received contributions under the table and I will list them now along with what the
donors expected in return.”
Michelle stepped back, not wanting the viewers to concentrate on her. Watching Kathy
speak gave her a small sense of satisfaction, knowing the world she’d seen her whole life would
now be revealed to the world. It’d have been better with Bruce, of course.
The temperature in the room had dropped as the night went on and most of the hostages
shivered both from nerves and the cold. The open window didn’t help. The hostages had been
reluctant to stand in front of that window, vertigo no doubt, but Michelle had persuaded them,
not wanting anyone outside to have a view inside. Those selected to be stand near the shattered
glass shivered the most, the infinite night lurking behind them.
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Once Kathy began to wrap up, Michelle pointed at an older man with thick rimmed
glasses and a receding hairline. “What’s your name?”
“Mark. Mark Matthews.”
“Who do you work for?” she demanded.
“Bank of the City,” he said. “We’re good people.”
“Funny, considering we have a whole file on you. Ghetto loans sound familiar? Take
your file and start reading. Make sure to identify yourself first. Make your family proud of you,
Mark.”
Mark started to read in front of the webcam and Michelle stepped backwards, towards the
stairs. “How is it looking?” she called to Beth and James.
Beth came up the flight of stairs. “All clear so far,” she said. “I imagine we have a bit
more time thanks to the hostages. James is closer to the bottom floor and he still says there’s no
sign of anyone coming up.”
“Hope so.”
Mark continued to read, but his words gave Michelle little satisfaction. This was the plan,
the reading, the terror, the standoff, all of it. Yet inside Michelle, anger boiled, angrier than ever
before. Her finger kept coming close to tapping the trigger even though she had no target in
mind.
You can shoot them all, she said to herself. You really could. What power you finally
have.

#
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Julian took the elevator open one hundred and fifty floors. Taking it up further seemed
like too much of a risk considering it might make noise so he opted to use the stairs until he
reached the top floors. The possibility remained that there might be a watchman on the stairs at
some point, but he felt secure enough in his skills to be able to spot one.
Floor one hundred and ninety would likely have no one on it, he guessed. Penelope
would probably linger on the top floor, with Lace, but he wanted to check the top few floors, just
to be sure. The last thing he needed was some lunatic coming up behind him.
The one hundred and ninetieth floor looked much like the others. Cubicles. A water
cooler. Offices on the other side of the floor. No people, although the dim lighting created deep
shadows from which ghosts threatened to emerge. The quiet unnerved Julian, his gun feeling
inadequate in the face of an empty floor.
He backtracked, ready to explore the one hundred and ninety first floor. The emptiness
haunted him more than the prospect of meeting Penelope and whoever surrounded her. He clung
to the idea that he’d been right and Weathers and her superiors had been wrong. The thought
kept him warm in the vacant world.

#

The third hostage, a representative from an oil company named Sean Holloway, spoke
into the webcam when Beth called for Michelle. The slight waver in Beth’s voice told Michelle
whatever plan the authorities had would be unfolding soon. They weren’t close to finished with
the admissions and the last thing Michelle needed was for the police to do something stupid. She
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had a backup plan, of course, she and Bruce had spoken about it at length, but she’d hoped
there’d be a little more time before she’d have to enact it.
“What is it?” she called down.
Like before, Beth came up the flight of stairs, this time red in the face. “There’s
movement down below. James just went down a few floors to investigate it. I don’t know if
they’re just investigating or if this is it.”
“Well, there’s nothing we can about it,” said Michelle. “If it happens now then it happens
now. No matter what, I’ll make sure we’re not forgotten.”
Beth did not appear comforted by this comment, but Michelle didn’t care.

#

Danielle couldn’t look away from the computer, even though she hadn’t found anything
else noteworthy. There had to be more, she thought. If not on here then maybe there’s a clue as
to where to look.
Penelope’s entrance grabbed her attention. “You were right,” she told Penelope. “You
wouldn’t believe what I found on here. On his own computer. Didn’t even bother to hide it.”
“Why would he?” asked Penelope. She retrieved the gun she’d left and put it between her
shirt and back waistband. “Did he look like someone who felt he had much to hide?”
“What if someone hacked into his computer?”
“Then he’d deny everything, of course.” She stood in front of the television, hands
clasped behind her back.
“Won’t he just do that with us, after all of this.”
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“No,” said Penelope. “He won’t be able to deny anything after all of this.”
“How did it go talking to him?” Danielle asked.
“I don’t know. He’s hard to read. I think I broke him a little, but I’m not sure. Time will
tell when we drag him back up here.” She turned to look at Danielle. “Any revelations on the
news?”
“Michelle started streaming confessions,” said Danielle. “The newscaster mentioned it,
but didn’t give the website. I half figured they’d air it; it’d be a great ratings catch.”
“They’re being told not to,” said Penelope. “But they’ll have to relent before long. It’s
too juicy a break for them not to.”

#

“They’re coming,” said Beth. She came out of the stairwell, James following her, and
joined Michelle. “They’re forming at the bottom floor and not even bothering to hide it. We have
a minute. Maybe two. What do you want to do?”
They were both scared, no question. Michelle couldn’t blame them. End times already.
“You can put your guns down and your hands behind your head and hope they don’t shoot on
sight,” said Michelle. “Or you can blast away. I won’t blame you for either option. Go make
your choice.” She took out her phone and dialed Penelope, leaving Beth and James to their fate.
“Hello?” said Penelope. Her voice sounded calm, still confident.
“It’s over,” said Michelle. “They’re coming for us right now.” She watched as Beth and
James headed back to the stairwell, leaving their guns on the ground. Decision made, she
guessed.
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“They’re more scared of what’s being aired than the lives of the hostages,” said Penelope.
“I never thought they’d be so cold-hearted.”
“I did,” said Michelle. “I hoped it wouldn’t happen so soon, but Bruce and I discussed it.
I know you didn’t want to face it. I know you wanted everything to work out; so did I. But I
knew that wasn’t likely.”
She could hear the police, or perhaps even the military, coming up the stairs. Their
footfalls were heavy, echoing up the stairwell from below and out onto the floor. The hostages
knew, too, and looked at her, waiting to see what she would do. She hoped they thought about
dying; she hoped they thought about it and never forgot the feeling for as long as they lived.
“How do you want to play it?” asked Penelope, the confidence now leaking out of her
voice.
“I’m going to make sure there’s one last message that they’ll never forget.”
Gunshots came from the stairwell. The hostages moved backwards, murmurs of panic
coming from them. The shots ended as quickly as they’d started.
Michelle dropped her AK-47 and took out her Glock. She waved away the man talking
into the webcam and took his place.
“What do you mean?” Penelope asked. “What message?” The confusion in Penelope’s
voice took Michelle by surprise, although she should’ve known it was coming. Still, to hear
Penelope like that? Chilling. She might’ve once thought it’d be satisfying to hear Penelope taken
down a peg, but not now. Not here. Not when there was nothing left.
“Maybe Matt was right,” she said. “Not completely. But maybe he had the right idea.
Maybe he saw that in order to send a message you have to fully commit. You had to show people
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that you believe in your message so much you’ll sacrifice everything. It’s easy to claim you’ll
live for something, after all.”
“What are- No. No, Michelle.”
Michelle said softly, “Penny, on some level you had to know it could end like this.”
The footfalls became louder and louder, a stampede.
“I didn’t want to ever think about it,” said Penelope.
“That’s okay. That’s what I’m here for.” She hung up and looked directly into the
webcam. Funny to think thousands watched her now and millions more would in the future.
She’d never see them, never know their names, their lives. She wouldn’t know what they’d do
with the message, either, but she’d allow herself some optimism now. She thought she’d earned
it and relished the feeling of years of cynicism peeling away. No tears, no regrets. Just
acceptance. Michelle took in a soft breath. Ready.
“This is the world you live in,” she said into the webcam. “Don’t try to deny it.”
The soldiers came into the room, guns raised.
Michelle, eyes locked on the webcam, put the gun in her mouth. The metal felt cold
against her tongue. She pulled the trigger. Her last sensation was of liquid and muscle pouring
down through a hole in the roof of her mouth.

#

A man stood outside a conference room on the two hundredth floor. Julian could ambush
him, but he didn’t want to take a chance that his opponent was quick on the trigger. Julian peered
around the corner, gun at his side, checking to make sure the man hadn’t moved. When he saw
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the man stayed in position, Julian pull back. He returned to the stairs and went down a floor. He
called the elevator and waited for its arrival, careful to listen for any movement elsewhere. The
rising elevator would likely call attention to itself, but he was fine with it in this case.
The elevator opened for him and he leaned in, pressing the button for the floor above,
before ducking back out again. He headed back towards the stairs and rapidly ascended them.
Within seconds, he stood back at the corner near the conference room. He waited until he heard
the elevator doors open and then peered around the corner
He walked towards the elevator, gun pointed forward. “Clara? Ahmed?” the man said.
“Let me know if that’s you.”
Julian walked out, took a few seconds to aim, and shot the man twice in the back of the
head.
The man went down, his blood painting the walls. Julian stood still for another few
second, ready for a friend of the man’s to come rushing out of the conference room. When no
one did, he stepped forward, never once diverting his gaze from the entrance to the conference
room. Upon reaching it, he looked through the glass door, ready to kill, and saw only one man in
the room, seated at the end of the table.
Lace, he realized.
Julian opened the door and said, “I hope you remember me.”
Lace smiled. “I do, Mr. Mason. Are you part of my rescue team?”
“It’s just me right now.”
“Impressive. How many are dead?
“Three.”
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“I believe there are two more in my office. I could be off; all this excitement might’ve
gotten the better of my memory. Could be thousands lying in wait for all I know.” He shrugged.
Lace’s ease unnerved Julian. “Are you okay?”
Lace stood up and extended his right leg out on the table. He pulled up his pants leg to
reveal a holstered pistol around his ankle. “I was ready should things turn south.”
“You didn’t consider all of this to be things turning, uh, south?”
“Not at first,” said Lace. “They shot my coworker, though. I couldn’t well go for my gun
then because they were right there. But once I was sent down here, well, I guess I just wanted to
see what would happen next.” He shrugged again.

#

“It appears one of the terrorists has committed suicide,” said the newscaster. “We only
have a vague view thanks to the hostages blocking the windows, but we do have some footage.
Viewer discretion is advised.”
Danielle watched as the news showed Michelle killing herself. Sure, the hostages blocked
some of it, but there remained no question as to what had occurred: Michelle killed herself. Put
the gun right in her mouth and pulled the trigger. No hesitation. Was this what it’d been about all
along? A suicide mission? Just before, Penelope had been on the phone. She’d kept her voice
low; did she not want Danielle to hear her give Michelle the go ahead?
“What did you send them there to do?” Danielle asked her.
Penelope didn’t reply. She stared at the screen, her phone still in her hand.
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Danielle picked her gun off the desk, cocked it, came around the desk, and pointed it at
Penelope. “Did you send them there to die? Were you lying to me this whole time?”
Penelope turned around but her eyes were dead.
“And what about him?” Danielle asked, inclining her head towards Jonathan Grammell’s
corpse. “Was that planned, too?”
“You don’t trust me anymore?” Penelope asked. “Trust that I knew what I was doing?”
Danielle’s hands shook, much as she tried to steady them. Bile formed in her throat. “I
did,” she said. “And now all of this. Michelle killed herself. She killed herself! Did you put her
up to that? Is that the message you wanted to send all along?”
“No. No, that’s not me at all.” Her voice barely reached a whisper.
“I don’t believe you.”
“I know,” said Penelope. “And I understand.”
Two shots rang out from the floor below. If Penelope heard them, she didn’t react.
“Did you just have them kill Lace?” Danielle asked.
“No.”
“I don’t believe you. You probably didn’t like what he said and told Jacob to kill him.”
“That doesn’t make sense,” said Penelope, although she didn’t put much power behind
the words. “I would’ve just had him killed when I was down there.”
She had a point, but Danielle didn’t feel like acknowledging it. Besides, who knew how
Penelope’s mind worked? “It’s not just that. Michelle killed herself. Just like the other guy,
Matthew. Did you put him up to that, too? Did you send him into the bank to send a message?
Maybe to send a message to me? Is this what you do?” Danielle’s grip on the gun tightened and
she finally got her hands to stop shaking.

P a g e | 233

“I don’t think my answers matter to you anymore,” said Penelope. “I let you down. I let
all of you down.”
“You let me down because at the end of the day, you’re just another fucking liar like all
the rest of them. You sent Matthew in that bank. You knew you’d kill Gramell and you probably
just had Lace killed, too. And worst of all, I bet, I bet, you talked Michelle into killing herself,
too. After all the trust I put into you this is what I got. This is what I was forced to watch.”
“I know what you want to do,” said Penelope. “It’s not going to cha-”
Squeezing the trigger was easy; it gave with barely a pull. Danielle flinched as the
gunshot came, but squeezed the trigger twice more.
The three shots hit Penelope in the chest and she fell backwards. She gasped for breath on
the floor, her hands going to her wounds. She tried and failed to push herself up.
Danielle placed the gun on the chair Jonathan Grammell had been sitting in and put her
hands through her hair.
“Not like this,” Penelope said, her voice soft.
Danielle shook her head, blood throbbing in her head. “What are you saying?” She
walked over to Penelope.
Penelope shifted to her side, grimacing. “When you think back on these days, with all of
us, don’t remember it like this.”
Danielle turned away, not wanting to see Penelope struggle for her last breaths. Instead,
she went back to the desk and sat down in the chair, almost doubling over in pain. Her stomach,
chest, and throat cried out, tightening. Tears formed in her eyes. Her mind started to blank, for
which she was grateful.
She remained in that condition until Julian Mason entered the room.
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Chapter Fourteen: The Agreement

Danielle recognized Julian, but it took a moment for her to recall his name. Blood
covered his clothes and his eyes were large, like a man in shock. His breath came quick and
eager. He held a gun, but didn’t point it at her. He didn’t wear any shoes. He stared at Penelope’s
body, barely noticing Jonathan Grammell’s.
“Is this her?” he asked.
“Who?” Danielle said.
“Penelope.”
“Yes.”
Julian knelt down and reached into her pockets, coming up empty. “You killed her.”
“Yes.”
He stood back up and swung around to face her. “I would’ve preferred to have had the
opportunity. Why did you kill her?”
“Things spiraled out of control,” said Danielle. She glanced at the television, the news
chyron now reading: All Terrorist Suspects at Seagrad Tower Appear to be Dead. “Where are the
others?”
“Who?”
“The others who came with me.”
“Dead.”
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The information didn’t surprise her nor did it make her mourn. She didn’t have the
strength left in her to feel much of anything. “You killed them all?”
“I did, yes.” He walked over and sat down in one of the chairs in front of Lace’s desk. He
blinked rapidly. “There were three of them. I assume I’m not missing anyone.”
“That’s all of them.”
“And I can trust you?”
She shrugged, not caring.
“I know who you are,” said Julian. “Danielle.”
She clapped her hands three times. “Well done.” He didn’t seem eager to arrest her or kill
her, which was confusing. She half expected him to haphazardly shoot her without warning.
Julian watched the news. “They’re all dead, too, it seems. Doesn’t seem like this went
according to plan at all.”
“I think this might’ve been the plan,” said Danielle. “At least someone’s plan.”
“Penelope’s?”
“I don’t know. I really don’t know.”
“Doesn’t matter. It’s over now.”
The footage of the Seagrad Tower held Danielle’s attention. She tried to see if she could
spot Michelle’s body, but it was too far away. The hostages had dispersed and the camera
became more interested in the police activity outside.
“What was the goal here?” Julian asked. “Planning to execute a bunch of rich people or
something?”
“That’s not what I was told,” said Danielle. She thought back to Penelope’s explanation
of their mission. Felt like eons ago. “Wanted to broadcast them all admitting what they’ve done.
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How they’ve hurt the average person. I think they started doing that in the Seagrad Tower, but I
don’t know how much got out before it ended.”
“What was the escape plan?”
“There wasn’t one.”
“Really? How did anyone sign up for this with that hanging over your head?”
She understood his skepticism. How could anyone really understand unless they were
there? “We saw a problem,” said Danielle. “We saw a way to fix it. Whatever happened
afterwards didn’t seem like it would matter. Be it prison or-” She waved the rest of the statement
away.
He started to laugh. He appeared to be coming off of whatever high he’d been on. “Ah,
true believers. I appreciate your dedication. Too bad about how it turned out.
“I know they got some information out, I do.” She pointed towards the television.
“Maybe a lot. Maybe a little. I hope someone, somewhere sees it and something comes out of all
this.”
Julian shook his head, condescending. “Do you think anybody will actually be surprise?
Do you think anyone would actually think it’s new? Do you think they’re sitting at home and
going, ‘Oh, shit, I never realized!’ People already know, on some level, what’s happening in the
world. They just don’t care enough. They know to shake their heads in disgust, but they’re not
going to do more than that, sorry. To cure the problems of society you’d have to change so much
of the way the world works and people don’t like change. As a matter of fact, they’re terrified of
it. And what about you? Are you truly ready for change? Ask yourself that.”
She gestured around the room. “Look where I am- what do you think?”
“Fair point,” he admitted, smiling.
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“What about you?”
“Me? Oh, I like change. Keeps life exciting.”
Penelope would’ve hated Julian, Danielle thought. Michelle might’ve agreed with him,
though. How funny it’d be if he’d been in their group. “So what now?”
“That’s what I’ve been thinking.”
“I assume I’m under arrest.”
“Not necessarily,” said Julian. He picked Danielle’s gun off the chair. “Is this yours?”
“Yes.” She wondered what he meant by “not necessarily.” She’d been so resigned to this
ending with her in jail or dead that another prospect sounded absurd, almost terrifying.
Julian stood up, aimed Danielle’s gun at Penelope’s head, and fired. Her head went up,
blood squirting from it, and back down, with a thud.
Danielle jumped at the sound of the shot, the blast cutting through the barriers in her
head. She recalled the passive look Penelope had on her face as the bullets hit her. “What are you
doing?!” asked Danielle.
“Did Lace see you?” Julian asked.
“What?”
“Did Lace see you? Your face, that is.”
“No.”
“Did Penelope have a gun?”
Danielle nodded. “In her back waistband.”
Julian took the gun off Penelope and fired it three times. Twice towards the door and then
once towards the lower left corner of the room.
“This is your lucky day,” said Julian. “You were never here.”
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She watched his arm, waiting to see if he raised the gun towards her.
“This is what we’re going to do,” said Julian. “You’re going to leave. I’m not going to
tell anyone you were ever here. I’m going to destroy the footage recorded of the last few hours
unless your former friends already took care of that. Then I’m going to call up my boss and tell
her I killed everyone in here, including Penelope.”
Danielle didn’t know what to say. For one, she hadn’t considered what would happen if
she left this situation a free woman. She couldn’t possibly go back to work the next day, could
she? Would the last month and a half become a dream? How could she move forward after this?
“Why are you doing this?”
“Because my boss, who I thought was my friend, has seen fit to deem me a pariah. Now
we’ll see what she says after all of this.” Julian smiled, sick and twisted. “She’ll have no choice
but to call me the hero if she wants to continue her career.”
Danielle still suspected a trap and remained seated. If Julian did all this only to get back
at a superior then he might’ve been a little crazier than she suspected. “So that’s it? I just get to
leave?”
Julian returned to his chair. “Not quite. There is one thing you’ll have to do for me.”
“What?”
“I want the location of Penelope’s hideout.”
“I only know of one and I’m not even sure it’s what you’d call a hideout.” She outlined to
him the house in the empty suburbs, telling him he’d find a number of cars parked in front of it.
Telling him did nothing now; everyone was dead and she doubted Penelope left anything in the
house. “You won’t find anything useful.”
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“Doesn’t matter,” said Julian. “Makes me look even better that I got some intel out of all
this. Now, I won’t tell anyone about you, but it’s on record that I interviewed you after the
suicide in the bank. That might mean you’ll be questioned. If so, play it cool, answer what you
can without incriminating yourself. It’s just procedure and they won’t suspect you of a thing. Just
covering their ass, as always.”
“I don’t want to sound ungrateful, but I’m not sure why you didn’t just kill me.”
Julian cringed. “What type of person do you think I am?”
“I don’t know you at all.”
“Well way to assume the worst right away. So are you willing to play along or what?”
Being arrested didn’t sound quite as elegant as it did when she was leading the charge
against the monsters in the City, with Penelope and the others by her side. Still, she had no idea
what to do next and that scared her, brought up old feelings. “I will. Although, I’m not sure what
to do.”
“Do nothing,” he said. “Go home. Pretend like this never happened. It’s easier than you’d
think. The mind is very capable of reorganizing memory in order to suit us best. I imagine your
mind had to do quite the loop to talk yourself into this, no? How did you, of all people, end up
here?”
“I don’t know,” said Danielle, not sure how deeply she wanted to consider the question.
“Just happened. It was something I could believe in, I guess. And I got to spend time with
someone who believed in me.” She paused, throat tightening, and nodded towards Penelope’s
body. “Didn’t quite turn out right.”
“Seems that way, yeah,” said Julian. “Things can turn around quick, though. Just look at
your new lease on life.” He smiled again, showing far too many teeth.
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“You’re not going to shoot me as I walk out of the room, are you?”
“No,” said Julian. The determination in his voice allowed Danielle to relax, at least a
little.
“I’m glad. Anything else I should know before I go?”
“No,” said Julian. “But I do have one last question.”
“What?”
“Is there anyone else alive that knows about you being a part of this? Or about this at
all?”
“About me? I don’t think so. About Penelope’s movement? I’d imagine. Everyone I met
is dead, though.” She stood up, legs shaking; she placed her palm on the desk, giving herself a
moment to balance. “They either did themselves in or you did a good job of killing them. We
knew about you, y’know. They didn’t take you seriously enough either, it seems.”
“A common problem,” said Julian.
Danielle walked across the room, almost breaking out into a jog. No destination in mind
other than out of the building, hopefully for good.
“Wait,” said Julian.
She turned around and he held up Penelope’s laptop.
“What’s on this?” he asked.
“Information about Lace,” she said. She’d forgotten all about the laptop and what it
contained. Perhaps there’d be some victory in this after all. “Damning stuff. If you want
something else to impress your boss with then-”
Julian smashed the laptop on the ground. “This goes down clean,” he said. “I don’t want
any distractions from what I did.”
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Danielle didn’t know what to say. Penelope would’ve raged. Michelle, though? She
probably would’ve laughed and laughed.
Danielle walked away.

#

Once Danielle left, Julian took out his cell phone and queued up Weathers’ number. He
stared at her name for a few seconds, relishing the prospect of speaking to her when he had the
upper hand. He dialed the number and waited for her answer.
“Julian?” she asked. “What do you want?”
“Penelope is dead,” Julian said. He looked at her body, so powerless now. “I killed her.
Others, too. Three of them. I’m at Tyrius’ headquarters. There was another strike here. I told you
it was about Tyrius. You didn’t listen, though, did you?” He could tell he sounded manic and
Weathers no doubt wondered if he’d called in the middle of a mental breakdown.
Only silence came on the other end of the line.
“You should probably send someone over,” said Julian. “There’s a lot of blood. Also,
looks like one of the Tyrius execs got it in the head. I met him, actually. While back. He
should’ve taken me more seriously.”
“How did you know to go there?” Weathers asked, cautious, skeptical, infuriating.
“I always knew. You should’ve, too.”
“Why do I think there’s more to this than you’re telling me?”
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Julian laughed. “Well, there is, actually. Glad you asked. Before one of them died they
told me where Penelope’s hideout is. It’s in the empty suburbs, can you imagine? I guess she’s
one for symbolism.”
“Did she tell you anything else?”
The mix of astonishment, concern, and irritation in Weathers’ voice gave Julian
satisfaction. “Not really, no. Seems like this wraps it up.” He paused and added, “You’re
welcome.”
“You need to come back to the office immediately and tell us everything so we can get
this settled quickly. Everyone is in an uproar about how this happened right under our noses.”
“Not my nose,” said Julian. “And I want credit for that. Especially after you threw me
under the bus because of the Silence Nightclub incident.”
“You fucked up someone else’s operation and didn’t even help your own.”
“I proved there was something going on and no one else listened.”
“I’m sure you’re patting yourself on the back enough for both of us.”
“Fuck you,” he snarled back and hung up. The phone rang not more than a second later.
“Yes, I’m coming in,” he said.

#

Danielle would’ve predicted she’d be throwing up. Instead, she sat in an empty subway
car as it barreled towards her stop. The events of the day overwhelmed her to the degree that she
was uncertain how much was reality and how much was in her mind. She remembered Michelle
killing herself on the television, but that couldn’t have happened. The cameras were too far
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away. And Penelope’s last words, too. Real or her imagination? The arrival of Julian, that had to
be real or else she wouldn’t be here, free.
It’s not a dream, she thought. You kept saying it was but you fooled yourself.
The subway came to a halt. One more stop to her place. The doors didn’t open, though.
“Pardon the delay,” a voice said through the intercom. “The police are briefly canvassing
all subway cars.”
Great. Did she look suspicious? No blood on her, thankfully. Flustered, maybe. Out of it,
definitely. Not a new look, though, far from it.
Four policemen, all carrying automatic rifles, came through the car. “Have you seen
anything suspicious, ma’am?” one of them asked her.
Dear God. “No, nothing,” she said. Hollow voice.
“Don’t be afraid to alert us if you see anything, and I do mean anything. Understand?”
“Yeah,” she said. “What are you looking for?”
“Anything suspicious.”
“That’ll keep you busy.” She hadn’t thought of it in years, but that’s what her
grandmother used to say whenever someone told her a vague statement. Funny how the mind
works.

#

Danielle stepped into her apartment. Same as ever. Nothing out of place.
She shut the door behind her, putting on the chain lock.
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“Oh, Jesus,” she said. The sobs came suddenly, harsh and without relent. Her stomach
cramped and she doubled over, wishing someone, anyone, waited there beside her.

Chapter Fourteen: The Dreamland

Sitting across from Weathers again gave Julian a sense of victory. No matter how
frustrated she’d become with him, she had no choice but to come to him for help and he’d be
more than happy to deliver it with a smile on his face. “It’s been a while since I’ve seen this
office,” said Julian. “Used to be a day or two didn’t go by without me popping in.”
Weathers kept her back to him while she looked out the window. “There’s already a task
force at the house you told us about. It’s definitely been used, probably for quite some time, but
nothing too helpful yet. Did he give you any other hints?”
Julian almost asked who he referred to, but caught himself. “No. The man in question
was dying by that point. Could barely speak.”
“The man who talked to you is apparently named Ahmed. Why do you think he told you
about this?”
He’d gone over answers to this question and more on his drive over. “He was damn near
gleeful about it. Happy that they operated under our noses, I think. Guess he knew it was all over
and had nothing to lose.”
“I know you’re an egotist, Julian. But I’ve never pegged you for a liar, yet I can’t help
but feel you’re not giving me the truth, you know that? You go in, all by yourself, apparently not
at all worried about getting killed-”
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“I don’t worry about dying in a situation like that,” said Julian. Close to an honest
answer, which made him comfortable.
“How macho.”
He laughed. “No, it’s not like that. There are many ways to die. You could trip and crack
your head open. You could die in a car crash. We all go one day. If I went down taking out
Penelope and her friends then I could be happy.”
“Reckless. They could’ve killed hostages.”
“They didn’t.”
Weathers turned around, her face a blank slate. “I imagine a lot of people here will see it
that way. You’ll know my true feelings on the matter, though.”
“I guess I will,” he said. “If that’s all there is, I’ll get going. I’m sure there are many
others who will want to have a chat with me. Before long I might have your job.”
“My job requires instilling loyalty in people and earning their trust.”
“A cheap shot,” said Julian. “Besides, you did trust me, at one point. You were wrong to
stop.”
“It’s bad form to trust loose cannons,” she said. “Besides, you almost cost me my job.
And now I will have the reputation of ignoring the loose cannon who ended up being right. Do
you see how I can’t win in this situation?”
Julian waved the comment away and walked out of Weathers’ office. A part of him had
expected Weathers to admit she’d been wrong to bench him and to tell him he was the division’s
best agent, after all. Perhaps it’d been a silly expectation. He’d be lauded by others, maybe even
by the press, so Weathers’ opinion shouldn’t have mattered, but he found himself going over
their conversation in his head nonetheless.
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What could he have said differently? Did he let something slip that made her think he lied
to her? Did she just dislike him that much? Prior bosses never respected him as much as they
should’ve, but this blatant aggression came as a new experience. He’d transfer, probably after
getting a promotion, but leaving with Weathers as hateful as she was didn’t allow him to feel like
he’d be leaving victorious.
He returned to his office, the first time in weeks; everything was as it’d been when he
left. He sat down and pounded his fist onto his desk. Why did it matter what Weathers thought?
The narrative was set: he was a hero. Satisfaction should’ve come with that.

#

What sounded like a stampede moved down Danielle’s hallway. She’d been sleeping on
her couch, not able to make it to bed, for the past few hours and sat up, wondering if the entire
building was in the process of crumbling.
Her door flew open, crashing on the floor a few feet away.
Whatever Julian had said about a possible routine follow up didn’t seem to line up with
this.
Men in full SWAT gear screamed at her to get on the floor, automatic rifles pointed at
her. She felt nothing other than resignation. At this point, what else was there?
One of them yanked her off the couch and she fell through the air, hitting the floor hard,
her head taking the brunt of it.
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She saw water next to her. From where? A cup on her table, of course. She’d taken
Xanax earlier and needed something to help swallow it. She looked into the water as she lost
consciousness.

#

Julian parked in front of Penelope’s house. Police tape surrounded the property, but no
one lingered around, the police and FBI no doubt satisfied nothing remained. Julian didn’t think
there’d be anything, either, but he wanted to see the house nonetheless. He’d been along for the
ride from the beginning, always a step or two behind no matter how much he could convince
others to the contrary.
He leaned down under the police tape and crossed the front lawn. How long had Penelope
hidden here? Was it always this house or did she change locations? Where did she come from?
What was it Bell had said about her? Something about Penelope being a force of nature. He
wondered if that was true, if some people could be more than human, a true force that shifted the
people around them.
The inside of the house was barren, the floorboards ripped up to reveal nothing but
concrete. What did they expect to find? A hidden manifesto? It wasn’t like Penelope did
anything to hide her beliefs.
The silence of the house unnerved Julian, making him suspect Penelope could come out
of one of the rooms, grabbing him and dragging him into whatever world or darkness she now
inhabited. He went out the back of the house and breathed the fresh air, cold yet lively. The
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backyard remained untouched, although there was little to disturb other than a picnic table and a
pool.
“Did you really think this would work?” he asked. “Or did you not care? Was it the result
you wanted or the journey?” He didn’t expect a response; rather, he hoped the question might
trigger an answer from within.
The pool called to him. He walked over and he gazed into the calm water, his eyes unable
to focus. His vision began to blur, cloudy as if he’d just woken, and he could swear he saw
movement in the water, just below the surface. Colors, too. He stared wondering what tricks the
sun played on the water. Had Penelope looked in here at one point?
The sun had set by the time he stepped away.

Chapter Fifteen: The Future

A tall, black woman who’d introduced herself as Assistant Director Shenell Weathers sat
across from Danielle. Weathers said little, waiting for Danielle to speak. Danielle did not feel
inclined to oblige her. If Weathers thought intimidation could break Danielle down then she’d
underestimated what the last 24 hours had been like for Danielle.
“Shouldn’t I have a lawyer,” Danielle said after a while.
“You’re suspected of being part of a terrorist cell that struck against the City’s, and the
nation’s, economy. You have no right to a lawyer. You have no rights at all. I’m sure you’re well
aware of what this country has done to suspected terrorists in the past.”
“I am,” said Danielle and she resumed her silence.
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Weathers stood up and came around to Danielle. “We have you in the Seagrad Tower
taking pictures. Batwoman. A guard recalled a suspicious woman taking photos at the Halloween
party. Didn’t take long to find out you matched his description. There were no other Batwomans
at that party.”
“There was one other,” said Danielle.
“We have you in the bank when Matthew Valance killed himself. Soon we’ll have your
phone records, both cell and landline.” She moved in closer, stopping at Danielle’s ear. “I don’t
need to tell you what I suspect, do I?”
“No,” said Danielle. She stared straight ahead. This would end how it would end. Felt
freeing, really. Over the past weeks, what she expected her future to be changed with the wind; at
this point, she thought setting expectations a fool’s errand.
“A person from within Tyrius Incorporated would have been a blessing to Penelope. She
tried with someone else, did you know that? A woman named Bell. She had some similarities to
you.”
“Sorry to hear that,” said Danielle.
“You were a back-up choice,” said Weathers.
“I didn’t know you could read the minds of the dead,” said Danielle.
“You tell me, right now, if there’s anyone else out there and maybe this goes better for
you. Level with me: who else did Penelope work with?”
“I’ve never met this Penelope, actually. Certainly won’t now since she’s dead.”
“Yes, you have. Julian asked you about a Penelope when he interviewed you. He spoke to
me afterwards, saying there was something off with you. Now, Julian isn’t one of my favorite
people, but I’ll tell you this: he’s a damn good reader of people. Would my argument against you

P a g e | 250

hold up in court? Probably not. But you don’t have that luxury right now. Right now it’s just you
and me in this room and if I come out of here telling everyone that I think you were with
Penelope and helping to orchestrate the biggest terrorist attack the City has seen in decades you
will be swallowed up, never seen again.”
Danielle said nothing.
“That’s it? Silence?”
“I don’t see how the threat of being swallowed up is any different from the daily threat of
living in the City.”
“Do you really go around thinking that? That’s pathetic.”
The line stung. Penelope would’ve said something comforting. Her sister would’ve
lamented, but there’d have been caring beneath it. Michelle might’ve laughed, but on some level
she’d have agreed. Now Penelope and Michelle were dead and her sister would probably never
want to talk with her again. Being swallowed up by a dark hole sounded like a comfort.
“If you want even a chance of coming out of this then it’s time that you tell me
everything you know,” said Weathers. “I don’t have a lot of patience. And the person you’ll see
after me? They’ll have even less patience. You can see where this is going.”
Danielle tilted her head, stretching her neck. “I can.”
“And do you know how I know you’re guilty? Do you know what told me not to let you
go no matter what? Because you came in here and I could tell you weren’t worried at all. That’s
the sign of a fanatic.”
Danielle saw the crossroad in front of her. “Why do you think they did it?”
“Who?”
“Penelope and her allies.”
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“Because they’re fanatics. Fanaticism breeds a certain type of insanity.”
“Is that really what you think? Do you think it’s insanity, or just insanity, that brings a
person to do what they did? If you think that it’s just insanity then I imagine you’re pretty shitty
at your job, actually.”
Weathers clapped her hands together. “Oh, nice try. You think you can get inside my
head or something?”
“I have nothing to tell you,” said Danielle.
“You called in sick yesterday.”
“I was sick. When your people came to my apartment I was on my sofa, sleeping.”
“Why not in your bed?”
“I couldn’t make it there. Collapsed.”
“Perhaps that shouldn’t be a surprise to me. You have a history of substance abuse and
mental illness.”
“Thank you for the reminder.”
“Are you even sure of what you do on a daily basis?”
Anger grew inside Danielle. “I’m not crazy. I know you want to make me feel like I am,
but I’m not. Besides, what have you done in your life that makes you think you can pass any sort
of judgment on me? What have you accomplished? You’re sitting here, snarling at me, trying to
get me to cough up facts about the dead, not caring why anyone did what they did because
you’re too much of a company woman, isn’t that it?”
For once, Weathers remained quiet.
Danielle thought of one card she could play, perhaps one that would allow her to
outmaneuver everyone; it’d be a chance to cause a little chaos before she vanished from the
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world. “Let’s talk about Julian,” she said. “And don’t act like you’re not interested in that
subject.”
“What about Julian?” Weathers asked. “Or is this just a pointless change of subject?”
Flashes of Julian came to Danielle. The blood on his pants, the manic look in his eyes, the
desperation just beneath the surface. “No, it’s not. But I want to make a deal with you.”
“A deal? I’m starting to think you have no idea of the position you’re in despite your
claims otherwise.”
“I know the position I’m in.”
“You want your freedom?”
“No. I want you to open an investigation into Tyrius Incorporated.”
Weathers started laughing. “Is this for real?”
“Penelope’s laptop was destroyed. Could you retrieve the information from it?”
“No,” said Weathers. The laughter was gone. “That laptop is irretrievable.”
“And here I thought computer techs could do anything nowadays.”
“That’s not what I meant,” said Weathers. “It’s gone. Completely.”
Danielle didn’t need further explanation. She closed her eyes and tried to think of another
play. “Well then. Would you believe me if I told you they’ve done chemical experiments on
people?”
“Sure,” said Weathers.
Danielle opened her eyes and sat up straight. “What?”
“Sure, I’d believe you,” said Weathers. “They’re a company that makes killing into a
commodity. So, no, I wouldn’t be surprised if they’d done some terrible things. But it doesn’t
matter. Tyrius has tendrils in every aspect of our society, with politicians, with the rich, with the
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military. You could tell me they’re responsible for Kennedy’s assassination and it wouldn’t
matter. They’re untouchable. Despite what is said, there is royalty in this country.”
Danielle met Weathers’ eyes. In that moment, they reminded her of Penelope’s. “Is that
how fast you’re ready to give up?”
A smile touched Weathers’ face. “You remind me of Julian.” She gave a shrug. “Even if I
told you I’d open an investigation, what makes you think I’d follow through?”
“Absolutely nothing,” said Danielle. “But it’s the only chance I have to make something
of this.”
“So you admit you were there?”
“I didn’t say that,” said Danielle. She almost laughed, enjoying the back-and-forth.
“Well, if you want to make some sort of deal then you’re going to need to be honest.”
“Will you be able to give me any assurance you’ll follow through on your end? That
you’ll actually look into Tyrius?”
“Only my word,” said Weathers.
Danielle wondered what that meant. “I guess that’ll have to do.”
“So what do you know?”
“It’s not what I know,” said Danielle. “It’s what I saw. I was there, in Lace’s office. With
Penelope, too. I saw her face when it all started to fall apart.” Soft. “And then I killed her. I
thought she’d orchestrated the suicides in the Seagrad Tower.”
“Had she?” Weathers asked. She leaned forward.
“I don’t know anymore,” said Danielle. Penelope’s last words to her bounced around her
mind. “I don’t think she did; I don’t think that was her. In the end, maybe I overestimated her.
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Maybe she was as confused as the rest of us. She wasn’t a monster, though. She wasn’t. She saw
a better version of our world and then couldn’t live with the real one.”
“So you killed Penelope? And Julian did what?”
“He killed the others in the building and took credit for killing Penelope. He destroyed
her laptop, saying he wanted this to be clean. Didn’t want any distractions from his
accomplishments. I guess he figured if what Penelope knew about Tyrius got out it might
overshadow his heroics. He mentioned you not liking him, by the way. Really seemed to irk
him.”
Weathers let out a sigh. “I knew he was lying.” She stood up and placed her hands on her
hips. “He’ll deny all of this, of course.”
“There’s no footage from Tyrius, right?”
Weathers shook her head.
“He was the one who destroyed it. Not us. Why would we?” Danielle shifted in her seat.
“So I’m guessing you want to know what happened before Julian arrived?” For once, her
memory was sharp, the hazy recollections now clear.

#

Julian walked into his office not having slept in almost forty-eight hours. He considered
sleeping in his chair, but he suspected rest would be denied to him. His head hurt too much.
Snippets of the past couple of days kept popping into his mind. From killing the terrorists in
Tyrius’ entrance, to seeing Penelope’s body, to the rage as Weathers denied him his victory, to
the backyard, with the pool, with the movements and images below.
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“Agent Mason.”
Julian turned around to see Director Markin. Dressed in an impeccable suit, Markin
looked to be more a businessman than a fed. Handsome, too, with bright hazel eyes. He’d
ascended the ranks within the bureau quickly, a path Julian had hoped to follow.
“Director, good to see you,” said Julian. He shook his hand. He’d met him once before,
after the incident in West Virginia.
“Much better to see you,” said Markin. “What you did yesterday was unbelievable. You
will receive a commendation. But come with me. There’s someone who’d like to see you.”
Julian followed Markin to the boardroom. Inside, Lace sat at the head of the table. He
stood and spread his arms. “Julian! I wanted to make sure to thank you myself, once more. You
may well have saved my life.” He came forward and clasped Julian’s shoulders.
The clasp was so strong that Julian shuddered. “Uh, thank you. I’m sorry for your loss.”
Lace let his hands fall. “Yes, I will miss Jonathan a lot. He was a friend. And a damn
good employee, too. The whole company will feel his loss.”
“I’m sure it will,” said Julian. He recalled talking with Jonathan when he visited Tyrius
and had a feeling his death wasn’t much of a loss.
“But enough with the dourness of life. Julian, the entire company owes you a huge debt
of thanks. We’ll persevere and it’ll be because of you.”
Julian thanked him and returned to his office. He logged onto his computer and checked
the news. The stock market had sunk a couple hundred points, leading to pundits decrying the
war on the American economy. He didn’t have the energy to read through the specifics. There
were some articles about what the hostages read, but few seemed willing to look into the claims,
content to brush it aside as terrorist propaganda.
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His phone rang and he picked it up without thinking. “Yeah?”
“It’s Agent Sanzin downstairs. Could you come down to interrogation? AD Weathers
wants to see you about a suspect.”

#

Danielle enjoyed telling Weathers what had happened. She didn’t take any comfort in
betraying Julian, she felt a little bad, if anything, but recounting the story made her life feel
concrete. “So are you still going to go through with our deal?” she asked Weathers.
Weathers nodded. “I will petition to open an investigation into Tyrius Incorporated based
on your allegations. I’ll also put in a call to find the missing laptop. I think both will fall on deaf
ears.”
“It’s a start,” said Danielle. “Two months ago, I couldn’t dream of being in a position to
do even that. It’s nice to feel like someone.”
“The future will not be bright,” said Weathers. “I can’t help you with that.”
“I know,” said Danielle. “I do want to stress that no one I worked with and none of my
family knew anything about this. I kept it to myself. It’s how I’ve always been.”
“Glad you chose to break that rule today,” said Weathers. She stood and added, “Just sit
tight for a little bit.”
Danielle put her head down on the interrogation table. Sleep came quick. A warm sleep,
one without restlessness. Her dreams were full of ephemeral images of the past, ghosts sneaking
around corners, just out of view. They weren’t scary, though, just memories darting about as her
mind organized itself, as if it was free for the first time.
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The sound of a door opening woke Danielle.
Julian Mason came into the room. He started laughing. “Weathers told me there’d be
someone in here I’d want to see. I should’ve known, I guess.”
Danielle smiled in return.
Julian sat down across from her. He appeared less angry than she would’ve expected. If
anything, he looked serene, almost happy.
“Didn’t work out,” said Danielle.
“Seems so,” said Julian. He laughed again. “What gave it up?”
“Security guard at the Seagrad Tower. I took pictures for Penelope there during Tyrius’
Halloween party. He spotted me and put two and two together.”
“He should be my replacement,” said Julian.
“I’d forgotten that he spotted me taking pictures. He was a real dick about it, too. What’s
with you authority people?”
Julian shrugged. “Comes with the territory, I guess.” He leaned forward. “I went to
Penelope’s house last night.”
That took Danielle by surprise. She’d have guessed he would’ve wanted to put everything
in the past. “Did you find anything?”
“I don’t know,” he said. “I went there for something. To understand, I guess. I don’t
know what I came back with. It’s like she was still there in a way. In good and bad ways.”
“Sounds like her,” said Danielle.
His face contorted, as if he tried hard to remember something. “When I was there, I- No,
it doesn’t matter. I mean, let’s be honest: neither of us is coming out of this room in good
standing, are we?”
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“No, I don’t think so,” said Danielle.
Julian spread his arms. “Then I guess I’ll stay in here for a little bit. No need to rush the
inevitable, right?”
Danielle shrugged. “I don’t have anywhere better to be.”
Time went by; both enjoyed the silence.

End.

